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It'san unusud thing to do, dedicating a book to a couple of bestsdlling authors, but here goes:

Thank you to Charlaine Harris and

Carole Nelson Douglas, for being such

amazing people, and writing such amazing work.
I'm privileged to know you. Not deserving, but

extraordinarily, overwhemingly privileged.

Prologue
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CASE NOTES

LUCIA GARZA

FILE #20050228-

PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL

INVESTIGATION SUBJECT: BENJAMIN MCCARTHY, 44-year-old white mae
BACKGROUND: Exemplary Kansas City police detective. Decorated multiple times and given awards
for meritorious service. Served with the KCPD his entire career, from 1985 until his suspension and
subsequent conviction for murder in 2003. Incarcerated in the Ellsworth correctiond facility. Appeds
continue.

PERSONAL : McCarthy was born and raised in Kansas City to amiddle-classfamily. Background prior
to joining the police department isrelatively unexceptiond. Scholastic history indicates high aptitude for
problem solving. Parents reside in aretirement community in Arkansas. One brother, acommercia
fisherman living in Horida. No evidence of closetieswith other, more distant relatives. Never married,
athough he has been involved in two documented serious rel ationships, both prior to becoming a
detective. (Neither with Jazz Callender, see separatefile.)

FACTS OF THE CASE: At 2:34 am. on October 4, 2002, three bodies were discovered, bound hand
and foot, shot in the back of the head execution-style. Victims were identified as Joseph Lozano, 23, a
convicted drug dedler; Katherine"Kat" Vargas, 18, Lozano's girlfriend; and Navio Veracruz, 19, dso a
known drug dedler. No drugs or money found on the bodies. Forensic investigation yielded severa key
pieces of circumstantia evidence, including tire tracks taken at the scene and footprints preserved in mud.
However, the balistics tests came back with a startling result: the bullets matched another case on file that
had recently been entered in the computer system, an officer-involved shooting.

The bullets came from the service wegpon of Detective Ben McCarthy.

McCarthy was unable or unwilling to provide areliable dibi for thetimein question, including any
corroboration from his partner, Detective Jasmine " Jazz" Callender. Convicted on the basis of balistic
and forensic evidence, he was sent to Ellsworth for thirty years. Calender insisted on hisinnocence, but
no supporting evidence was found. It does not appear, even on detailed examination of the facts, that
Det. Cdlender was party to hiscrimina acts. Her dedication to clearing her partner's name has been
noteworthy during the period of histria and incarceration, and likely resulted in the state in which shefirst
cameto my attention: broke and verging on a serious drinking problem.

ADDITIONAL NOTE: Filesregarding Det. McCarthy's case and Callender's investigations were stolen
from her gpartment recently, during an apparently unrelated breaking and entering. We have turned up no
information about the wheresbouts of thefiles.

NEW EVIDENCE: Lagt month, Callender received aset of photographs, viaformer FBI agent Manny
Glickman, that show McCarthy at a separate location during the time period of the murders. (Manny
Glickman has been investigated. His background is clear and, in many ways, more convincingly above
reproach than Callender's. See separatefile for details.) Photographs show McCarthy accepting

envel opes from two known members of an organized crime family and are evidence of corruption. This
explainswhy McCarthy chose not to usethe dibi at trid, relying instead on the hope that he would be
acquitted. Separate investigation has thoroughly authenticated the provenance of these photographs.



| accordingly submitted the photographs and supporting materiasto the district attorney and McCarthy's
defense team as exculpatory evidence. The digtrict attorney, moving agreat deal more quickly thanis
typically the case in these matters, has moved to vacate M cCarthy's conviction.

On apersond note, | wonder at the speed with which this has been accomplished. In my professiond
experience, the right thing rarely happens quickly in thejudicia system.

LuciaGarza, Partner

Cdlender & Garzalnvedtigations

Chapter One

The gavd fel, and Ben McCarthy wasfree. Mira, that wasfast, Luciathought, stunned. She'd been
expecting...something else. A bit more theater, perhaps, at the very least atoken few questions or some
fussinessfrom one attorney or the other.

The prosecutor looked pae and drawn in the early morning hour, squinting against the harsh overhead
lights. She was a hard-looking woman, with dark hair and a fashion sense that tended toward square-cut
shoulders and block skirtswith sensible shoes. No doubt shewon alot of cases, but it wasn't on style
points.

Luciadidn't begrudge her the lemon-sucking expression, consdering how humiliating it wasto haveto
publicly acknowledge a prosecutorid mistake of this magnitude. This had been agigantic missfor the
cops and the didtrict attorney's office. A murderer had gone free, and a cop—not agood cop,
granted—had been wrongly accused and convicted. McCarthy'slife was over, professionaly spesking;
he was damn lucky that it wasn't over in every sense. Thetime held spent behind bars had been
hazardous. He had the mended bonesto proveit.

As soon asthe gavel hit wood, McCarthy turned to look over the sparse crowd in the courtroom.
Looking for Jazz Calender, Luciaknew, because he and Jazz had aways been close, and it was
reasonable to expect her to be present for his exoneration.

As Jazz would have been, if not for aconspiracy between Luciaand Jazz's beau, James Borden, to keep
her safe at home.

Thejudgerosein aflutter of black robes and escaped back to his chambers. Apart from the usua
complement of guards and court stenographers, there was the sour-faced prosecutor, the cheery defense
attorney, Ben McCarthy— somehow till neat and striking even in a prison-issue jacket—three
bleary-eyed reporters...and aman sitting two rows ahead of Lucia, hunched forward.

McCarthy's eyes gave up the search for Jazz and fastened on her, and Luciafet an undeniable surge
of ...something. Not a handsome man, McCarthy, not in any sense she could name, but there was
something about him that was compelling. Clear blue eyesin an expressive face, aforce of persondity
that could freeze you solid or melt you to syrup, depending on his mood—she'd learned that quickly,
during their prison interviews. He wasn't tall—in fact, in hedl's she probably topped him by an inch—but
he was strong, and there was something graceful about him. The way he moved. The deft, neat hands.

She saw the flash of disappointment. But the flash was only that, and then he smiled at her—awarm
smite—and nodded his head. Thiswasn't unusud; men smiled at Lucia Garzaalot. She was beautiful



and shewas a careful steward of the gift; she took painswith her hair, her makeup and her clothing, and
she stayed in shape. She was used to male attention.

And il that smile made her go entirely too warm in secret places. They'd gotten to know each other
well these last few weeks, while Jazz was recovering from being shot, and L ucia assumed the primary
investigator spot for McCarthy's case. It had started cautioudy, but Lucia, much to her surprise, hadn't
found McCarthy the typica closed-off cop nor the equdly typical closed-off prison burnout. Hed
been...interesting. Literate and smart and cool.

She had, in fact, interviewed him more than was trictly necessary, professionally speaking. Fifteen visits
inal, two with Jazz, the rest without. He had remarked, the last time, that it had been the best
interrogation of hislife.

Sheld subsequently spent more than afew hours wondering why Jazz had never succumbed to
temptation with McCarthy. But Jazz had assured her—the third time loudly and profaney—that she'd
never dept with him, and never redlly been tempted. They just hadn't clicked.

Whereas Lucia seemed to be clicking with him like a castanet.

She stood up and willed herself to keep it cool and professional. She edged down the row to the central
aide. McCarthy stopped to exchange some words and a backd ap and handshake with his attorney, then
anot-very-cordial look with the prosecutor as she snapped her briefcase closed. No handshakes
necessary on that one.

Heturned toward Lucia, and took two stepsin her direction.

Someone came between them. A man, tan suit, rounded shoulders, wire-tight body language. Lucia
scanned him ingtantly with the unerring ingtincts of someone who'd spent sweaty monthsin
counterterrorism training; the man spelled trouble, even from the back. He wore a chegp summer-weight
suit coat with agrubby look, asif hed worn it for months at atime. Even from ten steps back, Luciahad
the unmistakable impression that he needed a shower. He wasn't much taler than McCarthy, and agreat
ded more nervous; from behind him, Lucia could see the jangles and twitchesin hisarms and legs.
Emotion, possibly, or drugs.

"McCarthy," she heard him rasp, in avoice like silk ripping on wire. "Y ou son of abitch."

Ben McCarthy's face went till, the blue eyes opague. He shot one fast glance at her over the man's
shoulder and then focused on his opponent's face. McCarthy stayed till, atotal contrast to the man
facing him, who had tengon vibrating through every muscle. Luciacould fed it like an dectricd field as
she moved steedily forward. She had her weight poised, in case she needed to move fast, and she
focused in on the balance points that were her targets.

She didn't have agun—awholly unusua circumstance for her—»but that wasn't an issue. Neither did the
man facing down McCarthy.

"Stewart,” McCarthy said. "Hey. Thanksfor coming.”

Ken Sewart. Kansas City Police Department, Detective First Class. Lucialet the adrenaline course a
little faster, let her heart rev up another couple of beats per minute. Stewart was, a best, unpredictable.
Atworgt...Jazz's bitter assessment came back vividly: He's got the winning personality of a rottweiler
raised by wolves. Hed aways struck her as volatile, but now she was convinced he was aMolotov
cocktail in search of alit match.



"You think I'm here to smile and kiss your feet like these other assholes?' Stewart asked, and took
another step into McCarthy's space. McCarthy didn't back away. Hetilted his head afew degreesto
continue to stare into the other man's eyes. "Y ou hear me? I'm not letting you just walk away from amass
murder, you bastard. If it'sthelast thing | do, I'm going to make you pay."

McCarthy said nothing for afew seconds, then glanced at Lucia. "Detective Ken Stewart,” he said,
camly and steadily, "meet Lucia Garza. Since she'sawitnessto you threatening me, you should probably
be formaly introduced.”

"Oh, we've met,” Luciasaid crisply, as Stewart turned around to look at her. He had blue eyes, too.
Crazy ones, shdlow asglass. His skin looked pasty, unpleasantly shiny, and his hair suck up in greasy
spikes. Very unattractive indeed.

Hetried the crazy-eye with her. She stared back, afaint smile on her lips, until he whipped back around
to McCarthy and muttered something under his breath, then pushed past to talk to the prosecutor.

It was comforting to see that the prosecutor didn't look any happier to see him, especidly when she
entered ground zero of his body odor.

McCarthy took a deep breath, let the coldness fade from hisface, and said, " Sorry about that." He came
thelast few stepsto join her, but his attention was till on the other man, who was haranguing the
prosecutor in alow, furious voice.

"No problem. It isn't the first time Detective Stewart and | have locked horns.”

"No?' That got his attention, with a vengeance. He was wearing a blue sport coat that wastoo large for
him, blue jeansthat were perfectly acceptable, and aplain, open-collar shirt. No tie. Relaxed for acourt
appearance, but then he'd been there to get out of jail, not to try to avoid going in. He smelled of a
particularly chegp aftershave and an underlying astringent scent that was probably prison-issue, aswell.

"He'smade arun at Jazz afew times," Luciamurmured.

Ben started walking toward the courthouse doors. She kept pace. "Bet she handed him hisnutson a
platter,” he chuckled.

Luciagrinned. "1 don't think she bothered with the platter.”

"Y eah, she's not much in the kitchen. So...whereisshe? | admit, | kind of expected to see her..."
McCarthy opened one of the doors and stepped aside to let Luciapass. She glanced at him, but there
wasn't any calculation in hiseyes. It was automatic gentility. He wasn't even aware of doing it. She
suppressed another smile as she thought of how little gestures like that would have chafed on Jazz. She
liked her independence and saw every common courtesy as an infringement upon it. Jazz should have
been born in the Old West, where she could have made aliving on the frontier, riding rough, drinking
hard and swearing at the top of her lungs. Cdamity Jazz.

McCarthy was fishing for an answer to aquestion he hadn't asked. Luciaobliged. "Truthfully? Borden
and | kept her away. We didn't want her presenting aclear target.” James Borden had volunteered to
keep her digtracted—not exactly a sacrifice; the man had been madly in love with her for dmost a
year—and the significant lack of Jazz's presence this morning might mean that they'd findly tipped over
fromflirting to...something more.

Or dternatively, knowing Jazz, it could mean shed had amassive fight with Borden, gotten drunk,
belligerent, taken on amotorcycle gang in afigtfight, and was celebrating her victory with ahospita vist.



McCarthy looked somber. " She okay?'
"Shesfine
"Youresure?!

"I'msure” Again, alittlewhitelie. Jazz wasdl right in one sensg, in that the past few months had made a
huge changein her life. Since the day Jazz had been given her first red envel ope—the same day that
Lucia, hafway across the country, had received one—her life had begun an uphill climb, after the
downhill express sheld taken following McCarthy's arrest. But the offer Luciaand Jazz had jointly
received—to open anew detective agency with funding from arich but highly secretive donor

organi zation—had come with trip wires attached, and Jazz had been a casuaty. When they'd followed
thelast lead, from instructionsin one of those damn red |etters from the Cross Society, she'd nearly died.

Luciahad no ideahow much of that Jazz had shared with her former partner. Knowing her, probably
little

No new envelopes had arrived recently. Luciaalowed hersalf to think that perhaps, just perhaps, the
insanity was over. A faint hope, but she refused to abandon it just yet. All of this unexplainable
conspiracy-theory stuff wasjust too odd to live with for long, if you expected to have afirm grip on
redity.

McCarthy had noted her brief menta detour. " Somebody's still gunning for her, right?”
"Why do you say that?"

He grinned, aflash of humor that lit hiseyeslike sunlight. "Hell, you tel me. Y ou're the one who kept her
out of the courtroom.”

"Well, somebody was gunning for her. Arethey ill?* Luciashrugged. "I don't know. But | prefer to be
caeful.”

"Good plan.”

They moved out into the hdl, and he suddenly stopped walking. She looked back at him with eyebrows
raised. He surveyed the corridor, the people coming and going as the day began to come dive. The glow
of dawn outs de the courthouse windows.

His eyeshad awet shineto them. Tears.
"McCarthy?' she asked gently.
Hetook in abregath. Y eah. Freedom. Kind of took me by surprise,” he said. "Give me a second.”

"Takeyour time," she murmured. She knew how it felt. There had been adark timein her
life—pitch-black, in fact—when she hadn't been sure shéld ever see daylight again. The emotiona impact
of redlizing that the traumawas over, that you werefree....it could be overwhelming. It wasn't relief. It
wasterror.

When you get used to the dark, the light can burn you.

He blinked, and smiled dightly. "Sorry," he said, and cleared histhroat. " So. Want to have breskfast with
an ex-con? | mean, it's not like we're not acquainted aready. Fifteen hours of interviews hasto count for
something.”



Firgt, second and third dates, most likely. She cleared her own throat, banishing the thought. "I'd love to.”
"Got to confess, I'm low on funds.”

"They confiscated your ill-gotten gains?' She made it an ironic question, not quite accusatory. He met her
eyeswithout shame.

"] asked them to," he said. "Wanted to start out fresh."
"Ah. My trest, then.”

He offered her the crook of hiselbow. She put ahand in it, and they resumed their walk down the long
paneled hallway, to the free world.

Chapter Two

Over breskfast at the restaurant in the Raphael Hotel, which was agood deal fancier than his suit jacket
warranted, McCarthy wolfed down a Hangover Omelet stuffed with chili, chorizo and potatoes; Lucia
stuck to alarge fruit cup and dry toast. She enjoyed watching him eat. He seemed enchanted with
everything he tasted, but then, she supposed nearly two years of prison chow would do that She
suspected hewas aways a bit of a sensudist. Something about his eyes, his amile, the clever exact
movements of hishands. ..

She pulled hersdlf back from the dizzy edge of that thought, and said, "Do you have any ideawho could
have used your gun to commit the murders?' Because the circumstantia evidence had been convincing.
McCarthy's gun had been matched to the bulletsin the bodies. There had been footprint evidence at the
scene, too, and an eyewitness who'd seen McCarthy with the victims half an hour before their murders,
athough Luciadoubted the authenticity of that. Eyewitnesses were often wrong.

"Oh, I know who did it,” McCarthy mumbled around amouthful of eggs and cheese. " Stewart.”
"Hedidnt."

"Crazy enough.”

"Jazz checked it out. Stewart had an dibi."

"Sodid I. Funny how that is"

"Stewart was booking a carjacker downtown at the time of the killings, in front of twenty other cops."

McCarthy studied her with those intense blue eyes as he chewed and swallowed, wiped sdlsafrom his
lips, and for a second she thought he was going to argue the point. Instead he said, " So what's your

dory?'
"Excuse me?’

"Fifteen hours of talking, and | don't think you said boo about yourself. Name, rank and seria number,
but you didn't exactly meet me halfway. So tell me how you got mixed up in al this—and why the hell
you care about aguy like me."

Luciawas, for an ingtant, thrown. She didiked talking about hersdlf, especialy when faced with someone



like McCarthy, who was certainly adamn good investigator. She chose her words carefully. "Did Jazz
tell you how we came to be partners?”'

"Yeah. A letter to each of you, offering to put up the money to open a detective agency. Some kind of
nonprofit agency. | get why Jazz took the ded. Why did you?'

"l didn't," she said, and speared adice of e ectric-green honeydew. "I turned it down.” She enjoyed the
look on hisface as he assmilated that. "I was leaving when Jazz got shot in adrive-by attack—you know
about thet?'

He nodded shortly, face set.

"I had my doubts about her asapartner,” Luciacontinued. "But | don't like people shooting at me, and |
don't like people shooting my friends. Even new ones. So | decided that it might be agood ideato stick
around. One thing led to another, cases came up, we solved them. And here we are.”

She nibbled the fruit. He watched her, concentrating on her mouth, and shefelt asurge of
self-consciousness that surprised her. Something about McCarthy threw her off stride. He made her
hyperaware of how her clothesfit, of the tiny imperfectionsin the way the deeves hugged her arms, the
way the lapelsdidn't quite lay straight.

Theway her skin shivered into gooseflesh when he sared &t her.

McCarthy tilted his head. "Jazz is awalking disaster, but somehow, she does okay. She's aso a pretty
good judge of character. Me notwithstanding.” He continued to watch as L ucia chewed and swallowed.
"I know what you mean about sticking around her, though. | wasn't going to be her partner—I wasjust
saddled with her for aweek. But she grows on you. Y ou want to protect her from herself. Doesn't
generaly work, though. She ends up saving your ass more than you save hers, and before too long you're
joined at the hip. And then you redlize that's not abad thing."

"Regarding ass-saving, | believe the score's just about even between us now,” Luciareplied.
"That tdls me something about you."

'What?'

He surprised her with awicked grin. ™Y ou're damn good at what you do. Whatever it is."
"Obvioudy, I'm aprivate investigetor.”

"And I'm your maiden aunt Sally," he snorted. "I've known alot of P.I.s over the years, and none of them
ever camelooking or sounding like you. Y ou avoided the question. What's your story?"

"I'm avoiding the question because | don't want to answer it."
"Because...?"

"Because it's none of your business, Mr. McCarthy," she said evenly, and took another bite. Pinegpple,
fresh and sweet and pulpy. She savored the juice on her tongue and the look of surprise on hisface. "'l
helped Jazz get you out of prison, that'sal. | don't owe you any information, any conversation, or

anythingdse"
"Y egh? So what's this?"

"l said | don't oweit. | can Hill giveit of my own freewill."



He'd demolished the omelet, and now he set hisfork on the plate with aclink and took adrag of coffee
from the heavy white cup. Around them, the well-groomed breakfast crowd in their expensive suitsand
trendy casual wear chatted and smiled. We're both out of place here, Luciathought, even though she
seemed to fit seamlesdly into the crowd. There was something different about M cCarthy that spoke to
thewildness at her core. It wasn't his prison-roughened image.

McCarthy smiled at her. "Okay, so you don't owe me. | was hoping you liked me enough to want to
answer, anyway."

"l don't like anybody that well."
"Harsh."

"Pragmatic,” she countered. "I hardly know you, except that you might not be guilty of murder, but you're
surely guilty of other things. Add that to the fact that your friends and relatives were hardly crowding the

gdlery today—"

Hisface shut down even further, hiding emotion. Lids drifted lower to hood his expressive eyes. "L et's
leavethem out of it," hesaid. "'l wasacop, and my buddies were al cops. Cops stay away, timeslike
these, until they fed better about the facts. Stewart's not the only one who till, deep down, thinksl
pulled the trigger on those people.” McCarthy stared at his coffee and took another deep swallow. "My
brother would have been here, but he's on atunaboat this season. My parents—" He shook his head.

Shetook pity on him. "I doubt they could have madethetrip,” shesaid. ™Y our mother isill, isn't she?"
"Old," hesad. "Y our folks till dive?!

She amiled noncommittally. "So I'll forgive you the low turnout among your admirers. Still, it does say
something, doesn't it? To have more reporters than supporters?”

She got athin dice of agmile. "Careful when you cut melikethat. Y ou'll have to buy meanew shirt. I'll
bleed dl over thisone."

"I'm tempted to buy you anew one whether you bleed al over it or not.”

"That's kindhearted of you."

"Cadl it fashion charity."

Hewas studying her again, with lazy interest. "'l just can't picture you and Jazz asfriends."
"Why?

"She'sjus—one of the guys, you know? Not so..." He gestured vaguely, letting her finish the sentence
with whatever adjective seemed best. Wise of him. "1 was surprised how good she looked, last timel
saw her. Y our influence, or the counselor's?’

He knew about Borden, then. Yes, of course he did. Luciashrugged. "Maybe both."
"She's not drinking so much.”
"No."

"Not getting into fights.”



"Well, were working on that part.”

"Good luck with that." He grinned, and caught the attention of a passing waiter to get arefill on his coffee.
Hedrank it black asthe devil's heart. "So, if you're not going to tell me anything, I'll just haveto tell you
three things about yoursdlf, Miss Garza"

"Isthis popular at parties?’
"A riot on cel block sx."
"Then please, enlighten me."

"One, you manipulate people. Sometimes for their own good, but always to your advantage.”" He sopped
apiece of toast in aremaining bit of peach jam and ate it, watching her reaction. She kept her face bland,
but felt the barb sink unpleasantly deep. "Two, you use your looks as deception. Y ou look warm and
girlieand eegant, but I'll bet you can hand most guysthelr assesin afight.”

Hewasright again, of course. She didn't dlow hersdf to blink. "And three?
"How am | doing so far?'

"Well see. And three?’

Heshrugged. "Yourelondy."

Shelaughed out loud. "Excuse me?"

"You heard."

"Hardly!"

"I didn't say you don't get attention. Every guy in here has checked you out at least once, and haf the
women, too. | said you were lonely. A woman as beautiful asyou isnothing but londly. Evenwhen
you're with somebody, you're wondering if they'reinto you or the glossy package, and sweetheart, just
from the fifteen—no, make that sixteen—hoursthat we've been talking, | can tell you that you're high on
the paranoid scale, anyway. So the point is, you don't let anybody close these days.”

It hit hard, under the armor, right in a soft place she didn't know she had. Y ears of dealing with a string of
men who'd professed love and delivered obsession. Y ears of mistrusting and holding back and staying
cool.

For a second, she hated those blue-diamond eyes and their ability to see everything.
"Yourewrong. I'm not londly. Far fromit."

He gave her adow amile. "That tells me something €l se about you. Y ou think you'reagood liar. And
hey, for most people, you are.”

"Do you make a habit of insulting people who do you good turns?’
"Usudly they want something. Speeking of that, what isit you want?'
Once again, he caught her off guard. "Me?1'm only here out of courtesy.”

"Courtesy?'



"It has something to do with manners. Perhaps you've heard of those.”

"Sorry, not exactly popular where I've been." Sheld struck a nerve; she could seeit in the subtle reactions
of hisface. "You just camein Jazz's place, isthat it? Second string?”

Luciatook the insult without reaction. "'l want her to be safe, yes.™
"What about you? Aren't you in just as much danger, if the two of you are supposed to be partners?’

It was an excedllent question, and one to which she didn't have an answer. They wereworking for the
Cross Society, but she had only the vaguest hints as to who those people were and how they operated;
for dl she knew, the danger that Jazz had ran into head-on had come from someone inside the Cross
organizetion.

Sheld seen cutthroat competition in nonprofit groups, but if true, that might be anew low.

In any case, whether it was the Cross Society or—as their mysterious benefactors ins sted—theriva
Eidolon Corporation, they hadn't sent soldiers after Lucia specificaly; shed only beenin thevicinity. Jazz
was the target. Then again, the enemy didn't seem prone to doing gentlemanly things like firing warning
shots.

Luciawondered if McCarthy had deduced why she'd taken atablein a protected corner that had no
direct view from the windows.

Sheld dso stayed vigilant for any hint of trouble. The only problem sheld identified so far wasan
overdose of cholesterol that was surely going to spell trouble for McCarthy's arteriesin the future.

Shelet him see her confidence, embodied in adow amile. "I think I'm safe enough,” she said. "Why? Are
you volunteering as a bodyguard?"

"Wdl," McCarthy said, "I do need ajob. Progpects coming out of the big house aren't good, unless
you'reinto loading trucks, making French fries or beating up peoplefor aliving." It was said lightly, but
she heard the ring of truth. There was a certain grimnessin his eyes, the set of hismouth, as hefinished
his coffeein along sip. "Okay, the truth. 1've got a hundred dollarsin my pocket right now, my
gpartment's long gone and the KCPD wouldn't have me back even asajanitor. So yeah, | wouldn't kick
alittlework to the curb. Bodyguard, investigator, whatever. If you need it."

"Y our job progpects aren't any worse than for anyone else walking out of jail."

"Since my job used to be apolice officer, yeah, | think they kind of are. Look, | never deserved to be
thereinthefirg place. | lost two years of my lifeto thiscrap." HEd gone intense again, head inclined
toward her, voice urgent. "I don't even know where I'm going after breakfast. Y ou know how that feel s?*

Shedid, but it didn't seem thetimeto tell him so. ™Y ou begin your life again. That's what people do, Mr.
McCarthy. Start over. Reinvent themselves. Become someone new and, hopefully, better.”

"Nothing wrong with who | am right now."
"lsn't there?' Sheraised her eyebrows dowly. "Are you sure?'

She accepted the leather folio containing the check from the waiter. McCarthy gestured for her to hand it
over. "| dready said | waspaying,” she said. "Remember?’

"That was before you pissed me off. Now I'm paying.”



"Don't beridiculous," she retorted, and pulled her wallet from her black |eather purse. It was specidly
reinforced to hold her containers of Mace, clipsfor her gun, asix-inch collgpsible truncheon, handcuffs,
and—sometimes, but not today—a Taser. "Y ou'll have a hard enough time without worrying about
picking up the check for me."

"Then I'll owe you. And pay you back.” "Without adoubt. Thisisn't adate. And I'm not some prison
groupie" Ouch. Sheredly hadn't meant it to be so harsh.

He was staring at her, hands on the clean white tablecloth. Just...watching. Asif he knew that last part
had been, in some small measure, alie. She had found him attractive. And yes, this had been a date,
hadn't it? Unorthodox as that might be...

She handed the folio to the waiter, who whisked it off so quickly his apron fluttered. Probably afraid that
Ben McCarthy, who was looking more than alittle ferd in his cheap coat and ragged haircut, might come
after him and wrestle him to the ground for it.

As she watched the waiter go, she said, "Allow me to make some insightful comments about you, Mr.
McCarthy—"

"Just Ben," heinterrupted. "This mister-miss crap is getting old.”

"Fine. Ben. You aretough, clever, and you're probably the sngle best liar I've ever met in dl of my life.
And I've met dmogt as many asyou have."

Her turn to score a hit; she saw him blink, saw the prison-hard Ben McCarthy waver for asecond to
reveal someonefar lessarmored.

"Why do you say that?" he asked.

"Because Jazz never believed you were guilty of anything,” she said, "and you were adirty cop. She's
incredibly sharp, and you had her completely snowed for years. Do you have any idea how much that
hurt her, by the way?'

He stared at Luciafor so long that she felt uncomfortable. Whatever was going on in his head, none of it
was showing in hisface.

"Yeah," hefindly sad. "I know. And you'reright. I'm ason of abitch.”
"Have you changed? Has prison reformed you?”

He gave her asmdll, cynical smile. "Doesn't it reform everybody?

Outside, the day was cool and clear, the sky a pale, sun-bleached blue. Luciatook in adeep breath to
catch the scent of damp earth and green growing things. She missed that, living in the city. Hadn't been
out to hike and climb for too long now, other than on gritty training ranges. She had the credentiasto visit
Quantico if shewanted to do so; the woods there would help her get her center again, and she could vist
the gun range for an excuse... and God knew, the marines would be more than happy to drive her to the
edge of endurancein heavy, sweaty field exercises.

Thevalet arrived in her silver Lexus, parked and stepped out as she came around to the driver's sde.
Shewas watching McCarthy over the top of the car, but something caught her eye, something. ..

Something about the valet. Not right. Something. ..



McCarthy wastalking to her. It was noise. Her world had narrowed to the out-of-focus blur of the valet
standing there, holding the door for her.

She started to turn her head toward him, and as she did, she saw his hand emerge from his pocket.
A brilliant glint of dlver inthemorning light.

Fear bolted through her, there and gone, replaced by adeadly smooth cam. Too late. I'mtoo late. She
brought her elbow in, drove her |eft forearm out in astiff arc. It hit squarely againgt his extended arm, and
knocked his hand into the door frame.

"Ow!" The valet stepped back, surprised, and what he'd been holding thumped to the ground. A small
meta clipboard, with areceipt stuck under its holder. "Jeez, lady. Chill. | wasjust getting aSignature.

New policy."

Shefdt hersdf blush asthe adrendine chased out of her system, leaving athick aftertaste of
embarrassment. She agpologized as she retrieved the clipboard and signed on the line next to her tag
number. She did atwenty dollar bill under the clip holder. The vaet's attitude improved considerably.

In the silence of the car, McCarthy kept studioudy quiet about it. She put the car in gear and pulled out,
around the circular drive and back onto the Street.

"S0," he said dowly. "About that bodyguard job.”

She glanced at him. At theill-fitting sport coat, the prison-styled hair, the shirt and shoes so cheap they
were the next thing to disposable.

"I've dready got abodyguard,” she said. "However, | could use another good investigator. Under one
condition. Y ou let me make you look presentable. | wouldn't want you giving abad impresson to our
dients”

"Deducted from my wages. Like auniform.”

"If youindg."

"l do."

"Then yes, deducted from your wages."

"Yeah. Okay." He eyed her migrugtfully. "When?"

"Now." Shethought for afew seconds, mentally measuring him. "Thirty-two regular, | think," she
murmured. "Itaian cut. French collar and cuffs. How do you fed about Magnanni?

"Am | supposed to know what that is?"
"No. Shoesze?'

Ten."

"Fine. Oneather thing."

"l knew you were getting to it."

"I'm taking you for ahaircut.”



"Do | get to pick the barber?’

"No. It will beastylist, and there will be amanicure, and, if you're not polite, skin treatments.”
He sighed and said, "Pull over. I'm getting out."

"I don't think s0. Welve made adeal. Believe me, thisworks better if you just let it happen.”
"Great," McCarthy said grimly. "Just like prison, with product.”

* % %

Hisreaction to being marched into Lenora Ellen's Day Spawas, she thought, gratifyingly furious, but
shed left them with gtrict ingtructions, and him with enough promises and threatsto ensure his
cooperation. Besides, she could seethat he secretly craved alittle rel axation and pampering. So long as
he never had to admit it to, say, Jazz.

Ben'sfate sedled, Luciaturned to practicdities. Her overreaction with the valet was out of character for
her, to say theleadt, but it told her something of what her subconscious was doing: worrying excessively.

It was time to set up some insurance. As she pulled her car into a parking spot outside one of the most
exclusve men's storesin the city, she hit aspeed-diad number on her cell phone that she'd once promised
never to did agan.

She'd never been good at keeping promises when it cameto Omar.

He picked up on the second ring. "Tell me you're not in trouble,” he said, and she laughed, because it
wasjust like Omar. "Okay, then tell me you hit the wrong number in your speed did."

"No, querido, I'm caling you. And maybe I'm not in trouble—have you ever thought of that?"
"No," hesad. "I heard you'd moved. Kansas City, right?"

"Right."

"Would it surprise you to know that I'm in the neighborhood?’

"Tremendoudy." It didn't. Stranger things had happened, every day before breakfast.

"Just finished up ajob in Saint Louis. So. I'm sureyou didn't cdl just to hear my voice, lovely asit may
be..."And it waslovely, low and full of warmth. Just now, he was using his native accent, which was
cultured and British, but he was equally a home with French, Spanish, American, German and awide
variety of Arab inflections. Shed even once—hilarioud y—heard him do afabuloudy broad Scots.

"| adore your voice, which you very well know," she said, "but no. | was checking to seeif you were
avalable"

"Wll, I'm not currently seeing anyone—"
"Professondly.”
He became quickly serious. "Long term or short?"

"I don't know. Weld best say at minimum amonth.”



"Huh. Usud rates?'

"Havethey gone up?'

"Cogt of living, my love, cost of living. Or, at least, the cost of not-getting killed.”

She sighed. Omar did not, of course, come cheap. "Fine. Y our usud rates, plus expenses.”

"Starting when?'

"How soon can you get here?'

Hewas slent for afew seconds. "L ucia, this sounds abit more serious than your usud tangle. It's not—"

"Our mutua uncle?' Meaning Uncle Sam, of course. "No. Strictly private. And it's not serious. . .exactly.
Jus—uncertain.”

"I'm peace of mind, then."
"] can think of no one better."

"But of course!" She could imagine hiswide, charming grin. "1 am rdliably informed by the wonder of the
Internet that thereisamorning commuter flight leaving in forty minutes. Wheredo | go?'

She gave him the office address. "There's a parking garage, we're on the second level. | need you
positioned there today.”

"Hmm. Watching for what, exactly?'

"l don't know. Call mewhen you'rein postion.”

"Two hours," he said. After abest, he said, "Lucia? It's nice to hear from you."
"Likewise" shesad. "Don't get arrested in the airport.”

He laughed. It was something of a standing joke, but not avery funny one, dl things considered. Before
she could say anything €l se, he was gone.

She sghed, ordered her thoughts and got on with her part of the bargain with Ben McCarthy: shopping.

One of thefirst things she'd taken the trouble to do, when sheld moved her operations to Kansas City,
wasto find the premier clothiersin town, for both men and women. She had a persond interest, of
course, but there were dways professional consderations. Clientsto dress. Undercover agents to ouitfit
for gpecia assgnments...

And she dwaysdid liketo buy qudlity.

She was choosing the right suit to flatter McCarthy's coloring and body type when she redized that she
was being followed, and had been for sometime.

She kept her movements dow and natural as she placed the suit back on the rack and turned to adisplay
of French-cuffed shirts. White would make his prison-pale skin look even more trand ucent. She held up
onethe color of cream, studying it, and readjusted the focus of her eyesto the mirror afew feet away.

There was someone outside the tore, looking in. He was in shadow, backlit by the morning sun, but she
recognized theill-cut suit. Detective Ken Stewart was dogging her. Why me? Why not McCarthy?



Although the thought of Stewart infiltrating aday spamade her smile.

Stewart backed up and moved along, an easy strall, asif held just been idly browsing. He was good at
this. That was disturbing. She much preferred deding with amateurs, and professionals who had inflated
ideas of their skill levels. If she hadn't spotted him before... You weren't looking for atail, she
reminded hersdlf. You had no reason to suspect anyone would follow you on something as mundane
asthis. Maybe not, but she'd been hyperaware with the valet. It bothered her that she/d missed Stewart.

After afew more seconds another man passed the glass, this one short, fat and dressed in adirty blue
jean jacket. Shaved head. He hesitated at the door, then opened it and came in. He looked nervous, but
that might have been the natura tentativeness of aman ill-used to high-end suits coming in to browse.

No. It wasn't.

Inthe mirror, hiseyesfocused on her. Not in the way that aman normally examined her either—thiswas
apattern-recognition way, asif held been given her description. Or a photo.

She carefully put the shirt back on the table and positioned her hand closeto her hip, asplit second from
going for the gun concealed by the tailored jacket she was wearing. She automatically swept the store for
collaterd victims. The clerk was positioned safely behind a counter; held surdly duck if gunplay started.
Odds were good held survive, unless her newcomer was carrying an Uzi, or was an incredibly poor shot.
No other customers, unlessthey werein the dressing rooms. Nothing she could do to minimize the risks.

She balanced her weight lightly around her center, ready to shift at amoment's notice, ready for anything,
as the man made hisway closer. One hand in his jacket pocket. ..

Sheld humiliated hersdf with the vaet. She wouldn't make the same mistake twice. That meant waiting
until aweapon was actualy visible and identified, which would put her at adisadvantage, but...

Sheturned, and time dowed to acrawl. Tick, and hiseyeswere rounding in surprise. Tick, and her hand
moved the smal distanceinside her own coat, her fingers touching the cool grip of her gun.

Tick, and hisright hand emerged with nightmare downess from his pocket. ..
...carrying ared envelope.

Timefdl back into anorma rush of color and noise, and Luciafet her heart hammering, knew there was
hest flooding her cheeks. Adrendine was an earthquake in her veinsfor the second timein an hour.

The courier held out the red envelope to her. "Here you go, lady. No signature required.” He sounded
spooked. She wondered how she had |ooked to him, in that instant when she was making the decision
whether to kill him.

"Thank you," she said, and took it. Automatic courtesy; she certainly wasn't feding grateful. He backed
up and hurried out of the store fast enough to make the bell hung over the door clatter like afiredarm.

She turned the envelope over in her hands, frowning down at it. The size and shape of agreeting card
envelope. It felt like one sheet of paper inside. Her name was block printed on the outside; the courier
had, no doubt, been told exactly when and where to find her, even though her choice of this store had
been animpulse.

No point in delaying the inevitable. She reached in her purse and took out adender little pocketknife,
flipped it open and dit the Side of the envelope, very carefully. Preserving what evidence there might be.
She did the paper out with apair of tweezersfrom her purse and moved shirtsto lay it flat on thetable.



It didn't require much scrutiny. It read, ONE OF Y OU HAS MADE A MISTAKE, and the |etterhead
said Eidolon Corporation—easy enough to fake, if someone went to the trouble of doing it. No signature.
She held it up to the light. No watermark. No secret messages. No hints asto its meaning. "One of you"?
Meaning her? Jazz? McCarthy? A member of the Cross Society? Impossibleto tell. It was ameaningless
taunt, amessage designed to unnerve; showy, like the delivery by courier. Designed to prove that they
could literaly find her anywhere.

Just like the Cross Society. Presuming that someone in the Cross Society hadn't sent it in thefirst place.

Stewart had been following her. Was it possible he was Eidolon? Eminently, she decided. Cross
Society? She hadn't exactly been provided with afull and forthright disclosure of their membership, but
somehow she couldn't see Ken Stewart believing in the things that the Cross Society took for granted:
things like premonitions, and psychics, and the ability to ater the future.

Then again, maybe that explained the erosion she sensed in him, the jittery nervousness. The world was
fraying around him, and he was unraveling withit.

She could completely sympathize.

Jazz would probably have ditched the note and pelted down the street, collared Stewart and pummeled
him until she got what she wanted to know...

Jozz.

Lucias smilefaded as she flipped open her cell phone and speed-diaed Borden's number. He picked up
on the second ring, sounding lazy and deep-soaked. He sobered up fast when she identified hersdif.

"Hey. Um, good morning. What time—crap. It'slate. | overdept.”
"Is Jazz with you?' she asked:

There was ashort pause and then the tenor of the call changed; she heard the rustle of sheets, adeepy
murmur, the quiet closing of adoor. Hed stepped into the bathroom, or the hall. "She'sadeep,” he said.
"I don't want to wake her up if | don't haveto. Do |”? Have to wake her up?’

"Soon," Luciasaid. "A courier just ddlivered anoteto mein ared envelope. Did she get one?"

"No ddliveries—shit. Hang on.” The phone rattled, set down on a counter, she guessed. Hewas back in
less than ten seconds. "Y eah. Somebody did it under the door. Isit ajob?"

"Don't you usudly compose the messages?'

"Sometimes," he said cautioudly. Borden was Cross Society, init up to hisneck; Lucialiked him agreat
dedl, but at timeslike these, she was hitterly aware that trust might be a separate issue. "L ook, | can't go
into theway it works, not on the phone.”

"Yes, | get your point. Openit.”
"You're sure?'
"Y%"

Therewas ardttle, apause... "It says, 'One of you has made amistake." On Eidolon Corporation
letterhead. Holy shit." She heard his breathing go faster. "They know where we are. | haveto get Jazz up,
right now."



"Wait. Have you ever seen one from Eidolon before?' Luciaredized that she was pacing, ahabit when
shewas nervous. The store clerk was watching her. Not, shewas relieved to see, in any way that implied
he was a conspirator; no, thiswas the plain, unvarnished interest she was used to attracting. She gave him
asmal smile and he found something to be busy with that took him out of her line of sight.

"Lucia, they know where we are. She's not safe here. Hdll, I'm not safe—"
"Havethey ever sent you amessage before?"' she asked again, with strained patience.
His composure broke completely. "L ook, | don't get messages from anybody. I'm not agoddamn Lead!"

Shefdt ahot flare of irritation. Leads. According to the Cross Society, she and Jazz were L eads,
carrying mgor rolesin the chaotic, enormous play of life and death on Planet Earth. "Actors' influenced
certain events at cruciad moments, but—again, according to the Cross Society's rather esoteric
theory—L eads operated at akind of nexus point. Jazz had told her, in aquiet voice that meant she had
cometo believeit, that the Cross Society psychic, Max Simms, had summed it up: Everything you do
matters.

It was afrightening thought. It didn't get any lessfrightening the longer it stuck around.

She kept doggedly on the subject. "Have you ever heard of Eidolon contacting anyone in the Cross
Society directly?'

He sucked in an angry breath. "No. If you're done—"
"Almost. Who knew where you were taking her?"
"Nobody."

"You didn't makethe cal from—"

"I booked the reservations at an Internet kiosk using aone-time-only card. Fake name. Believe me,
nobody knew we were coming here.”

There were ways, nevertheless, if the opposition was strong enough. And if Eidolon Corporation was
what Max Smms had claimed, amgor technologica entity with tiesto the federad government, then
retasking a satdllite and painting Borden's car with alaser tag wouldn't have been very difficult.

If, if, if.

Borden suddenly said, "It'sus. Me and Jazz—maybe it hasto do with us.”

"Y ou think being in love with her isthe mistake they're referring to?"

"I never said—" He gave up on the reflexive mae denid, to his credit. "No, | don't.”

"Thenit'sentirely possibleit might be referring to the events of thismorning. To my helping McCarthy get
released.”

"Then why not just send it to you? Why send it to you and Jazz?

"McCarthy's connected to both of usnow. | think the better question is, why would Eidolon warn us?
Wouldn't they want usto be making mistakes?"

"l have no ideawhat Eidolon wants," Borden growled. "L ook, | barely know what my boss wants half



thetime. So asfar asfiguring out motives, good luck. Screw this, I'm waking her up and getting her out
of here. Now."

"Yes, you'd better get her back to Manny's." If there was any such thing as a safe place, given what
they'd learned about the world and the Cross Society and Eidolon, it would be in Manny's Fortress of
Solitude. Wherever it currently resided, since he moved house as often as banks took holidays.

"You'retaking like acop," Borden said. "If Eidolon wants us, they can find us. Wéll, they can find me,
anyway. Y ou and Jazz, it'stougher, snce you're Leads. They can only predict you through the effects
you have, not your exact location.”

"Then how did they just deliver me anote? How did the Cross Society deliver oneto Jazz that first
night?"

He gavearattling sgh. "It'stoo freeking early for philosophy and physics, Lucia But Leads blip on and
off theradar. Y ou're ablur most of thetime, but sometimes they can seeyou clearly. It's like somebody
who usudly drivesredly fast having car trouble. But on the more mundane level, have you considered
that somebody could have been following you?!

Stewart, again. And if she accepted the ideathat the note was legitimately from Eidolon, the Cross
Society's adversary in thiswar of premonitions, then...it changed things. Not for the better. "All right.
Well need to have a strategy meeting later at the office—one o'clock? Bring Jazz through the garage
entrance—it'sthe most defensible. I'll have someone mest you.™

"Someone who? Y ou're not giving Manny agun, are you?' She laughed. "Not that Manny would need
one of mine. But no. I've hired afriend to help us out. His nameis Omar. Hell meet you in the garage.”
"WEell bethere”

There was hope for Borden yet, L uciathought as she folded the phone and dipped it back in her purse;
he had said we without atrace of self-consciousness.

If only they could get Jazz to do the same, arelationship might truly be on the horizon.
"Madam?' The clerk waswatching her again, thistime with atrace of afrown. "Iseverything al right?"

"Fine," she said, and retrieved the blue suit sheld been studying. Much as she hated off-the-rack on men,
no doubt McCarthy would resist the idea of tailoring even more than day-spa grooming. She added the
ivory shirt and handed the itemsto the clerk, who blinked at the price tags, then smiled. By the time shed
added the glossy, deek Magnanni shoes, he was very happy.

She asked him to help her carry her packagesto the car, tipped him and did behind the whed. As she
dammed the door and clicked the lock shut, Ken Stewart rounded the far corner, his handsin his pants
pockets, doing his best to look jaunty.

She cruised dowly past him, weatching.

He pulled an empty hand from his pocket, pointed it at her windshield and cocked back a thumb. Bang,
he mouthed, as he let the imaginary hammer fdl. You're dead.

She braked the car, rolled down the driver's side window and leaned over. Her smile must have been
disngenuous enough to lurein even abitter, cynica specimen like Stewart, because he shuffled afew feet
toward her.

"One of uswould be," she said softly, and let him see that her hand was on the gun in the passenger seat



beside her. "And before you ask, yes, | do have apermit to carry it, Detective.”

Hebared histeeth at her in acrazy grin. A rottweiler raised by wolves. Shefdt acold touch at the
back of her neck, but allowed only anironic tilt of her eyebrows as he leveled both hands at her—two
imaginary guns, like akid playing cowboys and Indians—and peppered her with imaginary rounds.

Then he mimed blowing smoke from hisfingertips, and thosefiercely cold, dightly insane eyes bored into
hers. He said, "Y ou be careful, Ms. Garza. It's adangerous town if you make the wrong enemies.”

"Arethere ever any right enemies?' she asked, and drove away at acadm and leisurdly pace, showing no
sgnsof temper or nerves.

Four blocks later, she stopped at ared light and wiped her damp, shaking hands on her pants.

Chapter Three

At five minutesto one, Lucias desk phonerang in her office. She picked it up and sad, "Omar?"

"Yo, girl," he said. Omar had ady, amused tone, as usud. He found everything a source of humor, from
The Smpsons to the evening news. He claimed it had something to do with Buddhism, and seeing the
world for theilluson it was. That might have been true. Omar was famous—infamous, redly—for having
done a seven-year dtretch in Folsom as part of one of the most grueling coversin the history of law
enforcement. After the takedown of one of the most vicious criminal enterprises on the East Coadt, hed
declared himself out of the cop business.

But he did favors from timeto time, and Luciawas on hislist. Omar was about the most rdliable, calm
and effective man she'd ever worked with.

Hewas aso one hdll of afriend, and once upon atime, he'd been more. Not much more, though. Omar's
Zen outlook precluded more serious entanglements.

"Good morning,” she said. "Having afabulous time down there?"
"Unbdlievable. Y our friends are here. I'm sending them up. Don't shoot 'em.”

"Thanks. Keep sharp.” Not that she needed to remind him. Omar, for dl of hisbuilt-in serenity, was
rarely caught off guard.

As she hung up, she focused on McCarthy, who was sitting on the sofa at the far end of the room,
looking out the tinted windows. The view warped alittle; the glass was bullet-resi stant, replaced after
Jazz's office had been targeted by a sniper. All of their security procedures were considerably upgraded
these days. But the offices themsel ves remained € egantly appointed—not that she and Jazz had put much
effort into it. In some ways, the region's economic downturns had favored start-up businesses. They'd
inherited this space fully equipped, including desks, lamps, chairs and decor. She'd added touches of her
own, but it hadn't taken much.

"What are you thinking?' she asked him.

McCarthy looked up and smiled. "I'm thinking it feelslike I've been here before.” He shrugged. "That's
weird, right? Maybe | was here when the building was under congtruction.”



"Maybeit'sjust nerves.”
"Why would | be nervous?'

She smiled and looked down at the paperwork on her desk. Always plenty of that to keep up with.
McCarthy got off the couch and paced the office, hands behind his back; she tried not to watch him, but
for some reason she couldn't seem to concentrate on the report she was reading. Her eyes kept straying.

He came to a stop as the office door siwung open, and Jazz and Borden entered the room.
The look on Jazz's face when she spotted McCarthy was, quite literdly, priceless.

"Ben?' sheasked, asif sheredly couldn't believeit. Luciaglanced over at him and felt a pleasant
aftershock aswell, even though she'd gotten over theinitia impact. Lenora Ellen's had done an

agtonishing job. His gray-sdted hair was trimmed just enough to give him style. Whatever skin treatments
they'd done, he looked hedlthier than he had three hours before. Freshly shaved, too. The suit seemed
thoughtlessy elegant, and she'd chosen the colors well—the midnight-blue set off hiseyeslikefoil toa
diamond. He looked. ..gorgeous, she admitted, and promptly dismissed the thought, because it was
inappropriate.

McCarthy was giving Jazz awide smile, stepping forward, arms open. And she was rushing into them
likeaddighted child.

Jazz |ooked good, too. Fresh-faced, glowing, ever so dightly touded. She never failed to look asif sheld
forgotten to brush her short-cut blond hair, but on her, it worked. She/d made an effort with wardrobe
today, too—awel|-fitted black pantsuit and blue shirt, medium-heeled shoes. She wastdler than
McCarthy, but somehow she managed to make it look asif he towered over her, even in the hug.

Luciamet James Borden's eyes as he took a seat on the leather couch in the corner of the office. He was
casud today—bluejeans and agray T-shirt. Hisbrown hair was gel-free, and it made him look
unexpectedly vulnerable. As did the glance he darted at M cCarthy and Jazz, locked in their hug.

"Counsdor,” Luciasaid in greeting, and went to sit next to him. " So, | presume you had agood evening?”'
That woke an entirdly satisfied, private smile. "Wedid dl right."

"So | see. Shelooksvery happy.”

"Happy to see McCarthy."

Ah, dready thejedousy. Men. They were, if possible, even worse at relationships than women. " She's
been waiting yearsfor this. Y ou might let her enjoy it."

He had the grace to look ashamed of himsdlf. "I am. | will." He passed over ared envelope. "Same as
you got?’

Luciaunfolded it, sudied it and nodded. "Mine was hand-ddivered.”
"Get anything out of the courier?”

She had to grin a the thought of interrogating the round little man in one of the dressing rooms, whilethe
clerk sweated in terror and phoned the police. "Not agood time. But it doesn't matter. He was Ssmply
doingajob."

McCarthy and Jazz had finaly pulled gpart. He was holding her by the upper arms, giving her the



once-over. Luciaglanced over at Borden, whose face had gone very bland, and wondered what he was
thinking. No, she knew. Sheld been there before, Sitting as the spectator.

"Hate to break up the happy moment,” she said, raising her voice, "but we should talk. All of us."

"About what?' Ah, McCarthy still hadn't forgiven her for the day spa; the wall went up the second he
turned toward her.

"Luciasright," Jazz said, and pulled up a chair—a straight-backed one that she could straddle, resting
her crossed arms on the top. "They're on to us again. | sure as hell don't want to go back to hiding out
and worrying who's gunning for mefor therest of my life. We need to figure thisthing out, guys. And
now that Ben's on board, we have alot more of a chanceto do that."

"Don't," Borden warned, and shot Jazz one of those serious|ooks. "Don't do this."
"Don't do what?' McCarthy asked.
"Jazz, | meanit. HE's not—"

Jazz, of course, ignored him. She had the look. Luciawas frankly surprised that Borden hadn't learned to
recognize it yet. "He hasto know. If he's here, he hasto know everything. See, the people who funded
us, the oneswho gave us the money—"

McCarthy held up ahand. The spahad done agood job on his manicure, Lucianoted. ™Y ou work for
the Cross Society, and they can predict the future,” he said. "They're asking you to do things. Weird
things. Telling you it'sdl to prevent more people from dying, rignt? Am | close?!

Silence. Even Borden looked stunned. Luciaddliberately got to her feet, drew dl of their aresand said,
"I'll get coffee. We clearly have alot to talk about.”

Jazz wasn't taking it well. For that matter, neither was Borden, but for entirely different reasons.

"Serioudy," Jazz said. She was pacing the room, hands behind her back. From time to time, she gnawed
on the cuticle of her thumbnail, a habit that Lucia had hoped sheld lost. ™'Y ou worked for Smms.”

"Yes," Ben stated, for about the fourth time. Luciakept her silence, watching the two of them; tension
was growing like astorm in the room. "I worked for Max Simms. Fredlance, at first. One or two jobs*
no big ded. Didn't seem like abig dedl, anyway, at least at first—"

Jazz interrupted him. Her face had gone from white to flushed, and her eyes glittered. Luciainwardly
winced, watching her; she knew that look. It normally was followed by ahard right cross, or a
well-placed kick.

"Didn't seemlike a big deal?" Jazz snapped. "Are you telling me that you knew about al of thiscrap
while we were still partners? And what, you just kept that to yourself? Oh, but then, | guessyou
would, wouldn't you? Secrets were your thing!"

Well, it hadn't been aphysica blow, but the words connected; Luciasaw him flinch. " Jazz—"
"Y ou know what, Ben? Fuck you and your damn secrets!”

"Jazz!" It came out as a deep-throated roar, full of pent-up fury. "Dammit, will you shut up and listen to
me?' He strode over to her and stood there, right in her space.



Luciatensed, ready to lungein asreferee, but painfully aware that these two would get in plenty of
damaging shots before she could put an end to things. If she could put an end to things.

"l wasjust likeyou, Jazz!" he continued. "ldedlistic! Thinking these guys knew the score, were doing
good work. But it's not like that, and you need to clearly understand, doing good isasiddine for them.
It'sdl about winning, and let'sfaceit, to win, sometimes you haveto play dirty. And they did." He
laughed wildly, bitterly. "Oh, they did."

Lucia had a sudden flash of ingght. "Don't tell me they were the resson—"

"Thereason | landed injail?* McCarthy swung away from Jazz and locked gazes with Luciaingtead. His
hot blue eyeswere full of pain and anger. "If I'd known either one of you wasinto thisthing, don't you
think 1'd have spoken up? But no, you had to play it cagey, keep it dl to yourselves—"

"Wait aminute." Jazz interrupted again, till with that hot-meta edge. "How did the Cross Society land
youinjal?'

"Y ou dont think they've got ways? Listen, I—" He checked himsdlf, ahesitation so brief Luciawasn't
sure sheéd actualy seenit. "If | could proveit, I'd tell you, but the way everything clicked together and
lined up likelittle tin soldiers? Cross Society. They're chess players. They don't get their own hands dirty.
Their sacrifice pawns are the ones who bleed and suffer and die. And pay.”

"Pay for what?'

Luciawas surprised to hear Borden ask the question, because held said nothing at al for along while. He
was studying McCarthy with half-closed eyes, looking bland. A damn fine poker face. Shefelt aprickle
aong her spine, and thought about reminding Jazz that Borden, regardless of how true hislove, wasaso
acard-carrying member of the Cross Society. But Jazz knew that. She never forgot it.

"Disgppointments,” McCarthy said. "They wanted meto stand by and let somebody get killed. | couldn't
doit."

Shades of Jazz; she'd been asked to do the same thing, Luciaremembered. Asked to stand by and see
an innocent man die. As had Borden. It had been acriss of faith for him, knowing that hisfriend was
marked for death by Eidolon, and the Cross Society had elected to do nothing about it. Hed turned to
Jazz for help and dmost gotten her killed for it, but together they'd managed to prevent the murder.

And what's to stop Eidolon from trying again? Lucia had wondered that for awhile. Maybe things
had changed. She didn't understand how it worked. She suspected nobody outside of the inner circles
redly did.

She hated the ideathat al of this happened somewhere in secret, behind a curtain. Playing God. It
reminded her why she'd |eft the government.

"Yeah?' Jazz chdlenged. She was still 1ooking wounded and furious and betrayed, and in no mood to
believe McCarthy. "Who did they want to kill?* She was demanding proof. Names and dates. Facts and
figures she could check. Jazz was nothing if not thorough.

McCarthy hesitated for so long that Luciathought he wouldn't answer. He was studioudy examining the
carpeting, handsin his pockets, shoulders hunched. His hesitation seemed odd, considering the passion
he'd dready displayed. And then he said, dowly and in amuch quieter tone, "Remember that ha lway,
three years ago? When the guy came out from under the Sairs?’

Jazz went pale. Luciawatched her knucklestighten on the back of the chair, her blue eyes narrow. Her



mouth attempted two tries before she was able to ask the question. "Me?"

"Yeah. You." Herisked alook at hisex-partner, agartling flash of eyes. Lucia shivered a the expresson
inthem. Pain and resignation.

If Jazz saw it, it didn't make any impression. She was staring past him, stunned, seeing something miles
away. "Y ou knew?Y ou knew that guy was there?"

"No. | knew something was going to happen, because they wanted meto wait in the car.”
"You did wait in the car.”

"For awhile," McCarthy said, hisvoice low and furious. "And then | camein and | shot the son of abitch
who wastrying to kill you. Shot himin the back. Twice, if you remember.”

Silence. Luciadidn't think even Borden was breathing. Jazz and McCarthy were staring each other
down.

Linksand circles. That officer-involved shooting had been McCarthy'sfirst and only. That put his service
revolver's bdligticsinformation into the database, which had later linked him to murder.

Luciaturned on Borden. "Did you know this?' He mutely shook his heed. "Borden. Did you know
McCarthy worked for the Cross Society?"

"No!" he snarled, and got up off the couch to stalk to the far comer of the room. "Don't you think I'd
havetold you if I'd known? Look, it's not—it's not like it's an open book. | don't think even Laskins
knows everything. Some of it—maybe alot of it—happens between Simms and his agents, and were
just—"

"Just what?' Luciaasked. "Protective coloration? What isit the rest of you do for him that he can't do for
himsdf?'

"Maintain the network," Borden said. "Déliver his messages when he needsiit. Attend to the money and
the busness™

Jazz had turned away from McCarthy, and now she was staring at Borden. "Did you know they'd put
himinjail?* she asked. Whatever logica path Jazz had followed insde her head, there seemed to be no
doubt in her now that McCarthy wastelling the truth.

"No," Borden said. He sounded suddenly weary. "I'd have told you."

"We can tak about that later," Luciasaid, after afew seconds of painful slence. "McCarthy. The money
you were taking, the payoffs. Were they payments from the Cross Society to you?'

He didn't answer. Maybe that was answer enough.

"What wereyou, stupid?" Jazz ydled. "Didn't you see how easily they could turn you? How deep they
hed their clawsin you?'

"Not until I killed that guy,” McCarthy said. "And then it wastoo late. Smms aready had me. The
payments used to come through a bank, then they came through some friend of his, then they started
making the drops at the Velvet. Then pretty soon it was handovers from Big Sal and his crew, and there
was no point infighting it anymore.”

"Y ou could have walked away."



Helooked grim. "l tried.”

"Oh, so taking that last payoff on camera, that was, whai—for the widows and orphans fund?* Jazz
demanded. "Don't bullshit me, Ben. Don't you dare.”

He shook hishead tiredly. "No point in doing that, either,” he said. "L ook, you believe me or not. Thisis
why | never even tried to explain any of it to you. How do you think thiswould have gone before you'd
seen how it works for yoursd f?

Shewasn't done yet, Luciasaw. "So what were they paying you to do, Ben? Compromise evidence?
Get casesthrown out?!

"Fuck! Comeon, Jazz! Y ou can't believe—"

"l don't believe!”

"I wouldn't do that. | wasacop!”

"Y eah?'Y ou thought about letting me die, didn't you?"

He swallowed, and some of the anger drained out of hisexpression. "No. | just thought—Iook, | didn't
know they weretaking about killing you."

"Soit was okay if they just messed me up alittle? Crippled me? Wheresthe line, Ben? It's okay for them
to put ascare into me, not to touch me? Or okay to throw me a beating, so long asit doesn't scar?”

They settled into mutud glaring, jawstight, teeth set. Lucialet afew seconds of slence go by, and then
cleared her throat. "If | may continue," she said carefully. "Evidently, the Cross Society decided you
weren't of use to them any longer. Was that because you moved to save Jazz when you did?’

"Doesn't matter. I'm out. I'm not taking orders from those cregpy sons of bitches anymore, and neither
should you. Either of you." McCarthy turned a glare toward Borden, who was dumped against the wall
by the broad windows. "And you should get rid of him. Y ou're d eeping with the enemy, Jazz. Watch
what you say around him."

"Hey!" Borden said sharply, and straightened up "Watch your mouth.”

"Why?Y ou're not deeping with my partner? McCarthy showed teeth. "Or do you just not want to admit
to it? Ashamed?'

Borden's eyes turned dark and cold. "I mean it, man. Shut up.”
"Jazz wants me to shut up, she can say something about it."

Jazz didn't seem inclined to say much about it either way, Lucianoticed. Her mouth was closed, her
jawlinetight. Her hands were fisted on her thighs, knuckleswhite

Borden towered over McCarthy when McCarthy walked toward him, but it seemed obviousto Lucia
that it wouldn't matter. M cCarthy was the dangerous one here. Borden wastal and rangy and could
probably hold hisown in most situations, but McCarthy had done two years of hard time, and hed gone
in hard to start with.

And Luciadidnt liketheflat look in hiseyes.

"Gentlemen," she said, her voice pitched low and cadm. Standing up with deliberate grace, she moved to



formthe third point of atriangle—not between them, but pulling the focus away from each other. Jazz,
gtill seated behind her, would have doneit differently; she would have waded in, shoving and shouting.
That would work, but it would take time to sort out.

Thisworked ingtantly.

McCarthy stepped back. "Sorry," he said. "Y ou'reright. Y our house. Y ou want to have amora bastards
init, that's not my business."

"Borden says," Luciasaid. "He's proved himsdf to us. Y ou havent, Ben."
"Hey, wait asecond!" Jazz snapped.

"Jazz, shut up." Luciagave her voice an edge of stedl.

Jazz pressed her lipstogether, eyes blazing.

"I'm talking to you, Ben," Lucia continued. "Thethree of us, we've been through alot together. You're
new to thisagency. Y ou don't just walk in here and throw doubt on Borden, do you understand? And
you don't try to pull me and Jazz apart by playing on old loydties. If you do, you can walk out the door
and find your own way."

Jazz badly wanted to speak, but somehow she controlled hersdlf; Luciawatched the battle on her face.
The outcome was alowering of her blond head, deep breaths and silence.

Luciatransferred her attention back to Ben.
"I'm not working for the Cross Society again,” he said. "Get that straight right now.”

"Fine. If you want to work for us, you do straight-up work," she agreed. " Straightforward investigation.
Y ou don't ded with Crossat dl."

Hethrust athumb over his shoulder toward Borden. "Do | haveto ded with him?"
"Y ou haveto ded with me if you disrespect him," shesaid. "Arewe clear?"
He nodded - one sharp movement, nothing more. After afew seconds, he said, "Thanks for the suit.”

He meant it to be embarrassing, asif held conned her out of something. She gave him acool smile.
"Y ou're representing us now. Can't have you looking like alowlife ex-con.”

Borden glanced from oneto the other. "Did | miss something? Y ou hired him?'
"Over breskfast," Luciasaid. "Jazz? Will that be a problem?"
Jazz didn't answer. She was watching McCarthy, waiting for something.

He walked over to her, took her fistsin his hands and dowly smoothed her fingers out. He wasn't looking
at her face. Borden had stiffened at the touch, Lucianoticed in her periphera vision.

"Jazz," Ben said quietly. "I couldn't tell you any of it. Don't you think that was hell for me?1 was amost
glad they set me up. At least then | didn't have to face you every morning and lie to you. Look, | know
you can't forgive mefor it, but—"

"| forgave you along time ago,” she said. "I forgave you when there wasn't areason to do it. That'swhy



I'mangry.”
"Ah," hesaid, and nodded. "Thanks."
"Don't thank me. If you work here, I'm your boss. Y ou think | won't make you pay?"

He amiled. It was one of those warm, sweet smilesthat had such devagtating effect, and Lucia saw it had
the same impact on Jazz thet it did on her. "I'm counting on it. | owe you."

"Damn straight. And I'm going to get every nickd." Jazz flicked her gaze over to Luciaand deliberately
nodded. "Y eah. It's okay with me."

Borden let out asigh. It wasn't quite loud enough for Jazz or McCarthy to hear, but Luciashot him an
amused glance.

"Then if that's dl the thunderbolts we have to impart,” she said, "let's get back to work."

Chapter Four

An hour later, Luciawas knee-deep infiles at the conference table. Borden had gone back to change
into hisbusiness suit for a client meeting across town, so just she, Jazz and McCarthy were seated there.
Hoat, bright sunlight streaming through the blinds striped the long table, making Luciasquint, but she could
tell that McCarthy was enjoying it; she refrained from pulling the shades.

"Okay," shesaid to him. "That stack is bread and butter—background checks for corporations,
individualsworried about their daughter'sfiancé’, et cetera. We charge an average of two hundred for a
public records and Internet search, the basic package, for individuals. For corporations, we do the whole
due diligence, and that costs them an average of two thousand, in time and fees. We have sixteen
corporations as clients for that sort of thing, so we dways have backlogs to move through. Y ou can start
withthat."

McCarthy nodded and pulled over a half-dozen folders flipping through them, reading with quick little
flicksof hiseyes.

Lucianudged the next, smdler stack. "These are ongoing investigations. Mostly corporate, of course,
because that seemsto be what we gravitate toward."

"And you don't end up freezing your ass off in aparking lot a 2:00 am., videotaping a cheating husband
with ahooker," Jazz added, then considered what sheld said "Not that it can't be fun.”

Luciarolled her eyes. "Jazz is currently restricted from anything that involves undercover or stakeout
work—"

"Because of the death threats,” McCarthy said.
Jazz snorted. "And | keep telling you, that's over. Then hasn't been a peep out of them since—"

"Sincethey tried to shoot you through your officewindow?' Luciasaid dryly. "Y es, well. Forgive mefor
wanting to come down on the side of caution. Give it another month, and then well see about stepping
down protection.’



Except for an expressiveroll of her eyes, Jazz remained businesdike. "Y eah. So, you seethe
problem—my investigations mostly consist of talking on the phone. So | could use your assistance on
some of these when there'slegwork to be done.”

He nodded again. "I'll read the files. What's the thin stack?"

The shortest of all, in red folders. She glanced at Jazz who looked back. " Cross Society,” she said.
"Y ou'll have nothing to do with those."

Hedidn't like that, she saw, but he wasn't going to come out with it, not in hisfirst few hours of gainful
employment

"Now, to detalls,” she said. "We need to get you a carry permit, which shouldn't present adifficulty, as
your conviction has been vacated. But the sheriff's department may decide to drag their feet. By law, they
have to make a decision within forty-five days of gpplication, and issue within three days of gpprova, so
well hold themto it. Herés the application.” She pulled one from afolder and did it acrossthetable to
him. ™Y ou know how it works. I'll give you cash, and you can drop it off yoursdlf at the sheriff's office.
Until we go through the process, you won't be ableto legally carry awegpon in Missouri.”

"Thekey word," Jazz said, "being legally.” She reached into a case sheld set by her chair, clicked it
open and pulled out aweapon. She cleared and checked it with professiond ease, then handed the gun
to McCarthy. "Manny says hello, by theway."

"For aslong asyou areillegaly carrying, should you choose to do so, you wont officidly have any
connection to thisfirm," Lucia continued. "No employment paperwork to tie you back here. No
paychecks. Y ou'll be paid in cash, from my own pocket. Got it? Asfar asthe state of Missouri knows,
you're pending employment based on approva of your carry permit.”

McCarthy examined the gun, even though Jazz had aready done so; he removed the clip, checked the
chamber, then snapped it al back together. Smooth, artistic motions. "I understand,” he said. "Good
plan. How isManny?"

"Better," Jazz sad. "He'sworking with us now."
"What, in the office?"

"No, he'sgot hisown lab. Y ou know how heis. He doesn't get out that much, but he does get out.” Jazz
grinned. "He's dating Pansy. Our assstant.”

"You'rekidding me. Manny dates?" McCarthy took the holster that Jazz handed over, did the guninside
and removed hisjacket to don the harness. He took histime adjusting it, making sure it was comfortable.
When he put the jacket on again, he lft it open.

"l didn't know the guy ever had agirl in hislife," Ben added. "What do they do? Compareforensic
swvabs?'

Luciacouldnt resst asmile; Jazz outright laughed. "I try not to think about it," Luciasaid. "So look those
foldersover. Let me know what you want to tackle first and well figure out the next step.”

McCarthy looked from one of them to the other. "And you two? What are you doing?"

Luciaslently picked up thetop red folder. Jazz sighed and took another half-dozen folders from the
largest stack, the background checks. "1 frickin' hate this," she said, and ran ahand through her hair. "I'm
going to die of paper cut poisoning. Seeif | don't. Maybe Smmswill see that coming!"



Luciasmiled and met McCarthy's eyes.

McCarthy was, Luciafound, agood investment: thorough, efficient and effective. He knew hisway
around a computer, which was ardief, and his reports were composed, like Jazz's, in abrisk,
no-nonsense stylethat laid out facts and conclusonsin alogical fashion.

The only problem was that he was actualy too good at background checks, Lucia discovered while
reviewing hisfirst Sx assgnments. They were seated in what was unofficialy his office—bare except for a
desk, computer, chair and stack of folders. Oh, and the ever-present coffee cup. He couldn't seem to
function without onein sght.

"Thisone?' Luciahdld up afolder. "This one should have been passed.”
"Why? The guy hasacrimind background.”

"It was an arrest twenty years ago for drunk and disorderly, and he wasin college. Not redlly relevant to
whether he'sarisk for amajor corporation now."

McCarthy leaned back in his chair with acreak of metd, aming astare directly at her eyes. ™Y ou want
me to pass him even though hefails the standards.”

"l want to give our client aviable candidate. We can write anote putting his prior history into context. As
someone who might fail the test yourself just now, you might consider being alittleless...harsh.”

That put aspark in his eyes, but nothing else. ™Y ou're the boss, boss. Say, this one, the one with the
cocaine habit—you want meto pass him, too? Call it atreatable medica condition?’

"Just keep it in mind. Our clientswant usto be cautious, but let'sfaceit, there's something in everyone's
background that could disqualify them, if you dig deep enough.”

She knew as soon as she said it that it begged a question, which he obligingly provided. "Y eah? What'sin
your background?'

Shewas silent for afew long seconds. HE probably intended it to be a softbal, but it was something of
agrenade, redly. "Mine?' She smiled. "Deep, dark secrets. The kind that get you killed."

Why in theworld had she said that? She hadn't meant to. Her past wasn't aseduction. Thelast thing she
wanted was for him to learn more about Lucia Garza, and what sheld done in the name of causes and
country.

"Intriguing.” He pushed back his chair and tilted his head, returning the smile. "Come on, | gave you mine
ealier. us tell me one”

She had no business even thinking about it. The silence stretched, and she knew it seemed odd; she was
taking it beyond smpleidle conversation into a much more serious realm.

"I worked oversess," she said. "For the government.”
Heraised his eyebrows. " Spy stuff?”
"I'd tell you, but—"

"—you'd haveto kill me, yeah, | know the drill." He held out his hand. She gave thefile back. "I'll amend
the report. Mr. Student Protester gets afree pass.”



She nodded. "Do you have aplaceto stay yet?'

"Figured I'd find a cheap motel. Just temporarily, until I can close on that penthouse with acity view. And
please, don't tell me you've got recommendations for achegp motel. | liketo keep my illusons.”

"I'll find you aplace," she said, refusing to be baited. She was familiar with the process, she'd been
through it with cocky, aggressive men in every job sheld ever had. They al felt they had something to
prove.

"I didn't think you wanted a paper trail back to the company,” he said.
"l don't. It won't trace back to us."
"Aren't you the clever one."

"Allegedly." She paused in the doorway, looking back at him. Hed pulled histie askew, and his collar
was unbuttoned. Sexy. Very sexy. "Areyou having dinner with Jazz?"

"Y eah. Indoors, since you don't et her out without body armor and the Popemobile. Want to join us?'
"No, thank you. Somebody's got to catch up on the work."

On her way back to her office, shefdt aflash of guilt. That had been a passive-aggressive thing to do, a
chegp shot; sheldd implied that Jazz wasn't pulling her weight. And it wasn't true. Jazz was more than
fulfilling her haf of the agreement, even handicapped by the death sentence that they had to assume was
gl in effect for her. It was hell for Jazz, no question; she was the active one, the one more suited to
running over rooftops and wrestling suspects to the ground than having polite conversations over the
phone.

Luciasat down at her desk and picked up the phone. "Omar? Hey, man. Need afavor. Can you book a
room for McCarthy? Nothing too cheap, nothing too expensive. Very bland. Safe house quaity. Y ou
know what to look for."

"For how long?"

She considered that carefully. The spy in her hated to leave him in one place for long; shewas
unconscioudy considering him acompromised source, she realized. If anyone—say, Detective Ken
Stewart—had agrudge againgt him, leaving him booked at just one location under his own name would
be asking for trouble.

"Listen, could you book him at four places, aweek each? Four names, none of them his?1'll giveyou

"Some things never change,” Omar said, amused. "Y eah. I'll come up.”

She counted out bills from alockbox and wrote out areceipt, put them in a plain white envelope and had
it on the corner of her desk when Omar knocked on the open door and strolled in. He was abig man,
well-muscled but not bulky. He was a so of Arabian descent, and had found himsalf out of his chosen
work in fairly short order after 9-11. Nobody wanted to hire Arabs as freelance security, and Omar
stubbornly had refused to give up. He was proud. It was his principa characterigtic, and it was something
Lucialoved about him. That, and hisliquid dark eyes and wicked smile.

He camein and pocketed the envelope. "Y ou know I'm going to get the lookswhen | do this. The
I'm-calling-the-FBI looks. Hell, I'll belucky if they don't shoot me."



"Try to, you mean,” shesaid. "But | can't hand McCarthy apile of money. Hed take it persondly.”

"Y eah, you'd never do that yourself—take anything personaly,” he said. "Apart from acting like the new
guy'stravel agent, isthere anything | can do other than hang around in your dungeon, guarding cars?'

"It'simportant work, guarding cars," she said. "Y oure dl that stands between me and an oil leak.”

Hekissed hisfingers at her and left. She shook her head, smiling. Omar was agood friend, and he'd
once been agood lover, but that waslong past. It wouldn't happen again. She'd seen him a hisvery
lowest point, and aman like Omar didn't forget.

Better to keep it light and loose, these days.

She picked up the phone and began the first of the day's phone cdls. By the time she was done with the
second conference cal, Omar was back at her office door, holding out a series of small key folders
marked with the slamp of four popular, ubiquitous, utterly anonymous motel chains.

"He does anything, I'm going to be very unhappy,” Omar said. "I had to use my own cherished fake ID.
And | have no doubt that the clerks are probably aerting the FBI right now. When you hear about a
Waco-style raid on acheap motel, they're shooting it out with your ex-con."

"Youreenjoying this

"Damnright | am. At last | get to act furtive and guilty, as befits my race. The dream comestrue.” His
wordswere clever and light, the bitter twist of his mouth was not.

"I'm sorry,” she said, and meant it. Perhaps she hadn't been wise to use him, but the truth was, she hadn't
had a surfeit of choices. "Back to work, Omar."

"Harsh midress."
"You haven't seen meharsh.”

It was the wrong thing to say, because he had, actually, and it was one subject they didn't talk about.
Omar looked at her for afew seconds, and then nodded and walked away .

It dways surprised her how quickly the hours could pass when there was afull date of thingsto do. Jazz
stuck her head in a some point and announced that she was heading home, with Omar as an unwanted
passenger, riding shotgun. Lucia checked the clock and found it already after office hours. She gathered
up the motel cards that Omar had secured, and went down to McCarthy's office.

"Here," she said. He was standing up, putting filesin a cabinet, and he looked at the keys over the top of
some little half-glasses held put on for reading. They made him look leonine and oddly daft.

"Home sweet home," he said, and reached for them. "Which one'sfirgt?'

"Motel 6, ontop. They'rein order. Omar booked you for adifferent place every week."
He nodded, asif that was the most reasonable thing in the world. "Omar?"

"Youll meet him later. He'safriend of mine."

Her eyestouched his, then moved on. Not that close a friend, she wanted to say, but there didn't seem
to be any way to do so that wouldn't sound....ridiculous. " Sorry for the cloak-and-dagger, but Detective
Stewart seemed quite—intent. | thought it was better to give you some breathing space for awhile."



"Thanks. Sure you won't join usfor dinner?’

"Y ou've dready had amea with metoday. This should be Jazz's evening with you. Besides, I'm boring
dinner company.”

"Somehow, | doubt that." He looked at her over the top of those glasses, and the blue eyescame asa
shock. Again. "Come. | hear that Manny likes you well enough to allow you into the Inner Sanctum.”

She didn't need much persuading, and that was atraitorous thing, athing that disappointed her. "Fine,"
shesad. "Jazz ison her way there. I'll stop off at home to change clothes."

Which drew hiseyesinvoluntarily down her body, and shefelt it like aphysicd touch. He caught himsdif,
and focused back on thefiles.

"Do you want adrink?'

"A drink?" She had no ideawhere that blurted offer had come from, but onceit was out, she couldn't
back away fromit.

His hands paused. He leaned on the desk, looking down. "Yes," he said. "Got any Scotch?!
"Blended or snglemat?'

"Y ourekidding, right?"

"Snglemalt.”

"Thereisno other kind."

"Follow me"

She was acutely aware of him in the halway, hiswarmth at her back as they passed the empty spaces.
Jazz's door was closed. Pansy Taylor, their assstant, was dtill there, sorting mail, her glossy dark head
bent toward her desk. She glanced up, and L ucia caught afast smile before she turned her attention back
to her work.

Lucia shut the office door behind McCarthy and motioned him to the couch in the corner, near the
window. He settled. She opened the cabinet in the back and took out chunky crystal tumblersand a
seded bottle of Glenmorangie, then waked back over to St in the chair next to the couch. Shefilled
glasses, sat the bottle aside and contemplated the russet-amber liquor for afew seconds before sipping.
The taste was as warm as the color—a harsh bite that faded to amellow, smoky glow in her mouth, then
woke an answering firein her somach.

Neither of them had said aword, she redlized, and it wasn't an uncomfortable slence. More asif they
werein perfect agreement about what alovely moment it was, Spping single malt.

When his glasswas dry, McCarthy said, "I can't get used to the quiet. It's never quiet in prison. Always
some sound—footsteps, talking, things moving. Crying, sometimes. Y ou can't deep deeply. Always
waiting." He held out hisglass, and she mutdly refilled it. " They thought they'd kill me, putting mein
generd population.”

"You survived."



"Yeah." His smilewas weary and bitter and just atouch sad. Y ou do that, if you can. No matter what it
takes."

"Do you want meto ask what it took?"

"Just saying." He rested his head againgt the leather back of the couch, watching her through
contemplative, half-closed eyes. "Y ou understand how | feel about the Cross Society, right?”

"l understand that you think they betrayed you."

"No, it wasn't that persond. They just stopped having ause for me, that was al. Look, you and Jazz, you
got caught up with them. | understand that. So did 1.1 think you need to get out now, while you can. You
get embedded too deeply..." He shrugged. " Consequences can be harsh.”

"| gppreciate thewarning, Ben."

"Yeah, I'll bet. So, you and Jazz. Good friends?!

"l liketo think s0."

"This Borden guy, he good enough for her? Apart from being a Cross Society asshole?’

Luciafought back asmile. "Oh, | think he's very good for her. Good enough? That would depend on
your point of view. What'syours?'

"Older brother. I'd say father, but that's just depressing.”
"And untrue. Y ou're only, what? Forty-four?"
"Just likethe gun. And | get to say that two yearsinarow. Ain't | lucky?'

Shelaughed and tossed back the rest of her drink. "1 like you, Ben." She meant it lightly, but hiseyes
flashed, and she felt something bloom hot inside. Insandy hot. Ridiculousy so. One glass of whiskey
wasn't enough to make her fed like this. Not even one glass of Glenmorangie.

"Careful,”" Ben murmured, and drank the last of hisaswell. "Men like me, fresh out of prison...only got
three things on our minds.”

"We had breakfast."

He leaned forward and put the glass on the side table, nest to the bottle of whiskey. "Finding aplaceto
Say."

"Lucky you, you havefour of them."

"Y ou redlly want meto go on?" he asked. "Because the third one on the list wouldn't be gentlemanly.”
"Can't havethat," she agreed. "Y ou've been a perfect gentleman so far.”

"Y ou have no idea how hard that is."

Luciahad asudden, vivid image. No, not an image, redly—afull sensory mirage. McCarthy moving her



back to her desk, sweeping the top of it clean. Her legs wrapping around him, their lips meeting and
devouring. Hishands...

She cleared her throat and stood up, aware that she was flushed, and not sure whether it was a product
of the whiskey or her imagination. She reached for the glasses, and he was there ahead of her, handing
them over.

Their fingers brushed, and it was like an dectric current. The dow drag of his skin on hers made her pull
in an involuntary bresth, and she saw the answering response in the pupils of those blue eyes.

No, shetold hersdf sternly. Thisis not you. You are not reckless and foolish. You hardly know a
thing about this man, and for God's sake, he just came out of prison...

Which wasn't necessarily adownside; ungovernable passions were terrifying and compelling at the same
time. She wished she hadn't thought of that. Gasoline on abrush fire, that thought.

Shetransferred the glasses to her other hand and reached past him for the bottle. Close enough that their
chests touched, brushed. It would be easy to kiss, from that intimate distance. Easy to do alot of things.

Hedidn't move.
Hedidn't move away, either.

"Excuse me," she murmured, and looked into his eyes. Just for asecond, and then her nervefailed and
sheturned and walked to the cabinet, where she put the Glenmorangie awvay and placed the crystal
tumblersin the smal bar snk. Her hands were shaking, ridiculous as that was, she'd been through
firefightswith lessemotiona reaction.

Luciastayed with her back to him, facing the cabinet, head down, fighting against an unexpected tidal
wave of longing that was threstening to drag her under.

"Y ou okay?' Hisvoice came from close behind her. Shefdt hersdf flinch.

"Fine" shesaid. Her voice was, as dways, cam and controlled. "1 need to make acouple of cdls.
Wouldyou mind...?"

"No. I'll bein my office, going over my important work," he said, with dry amusement in hisvoice. He
knew. He damn well knew what kind of effect he was having on her, and he knew how much it was
angering her to lose control.

Shedidn't turn around. M cCarthy walked away—she was acutely aware of the sound of his shoes on the
carpet— and opened and closed the door. The deep breath she took in smelled faintly of him—the hair
products they'd used on him at Lenora Ellen's, an elegant cologne, an underlying crisp male scent that she
was darting to understand was uniquely his own.

She went back to her desk and sat down, handsflat on the surface. The couch at the far end of the room
was anicetan leather, amatch for the onein Jazz's office. The walswere a cool, clean cream.
Black-and-white, oversize photographs hung there, plus asdlection of color photos that showed her in air
force dress uniform, and receiving a civilian commendation from aformer president. As much of her
history as she wanted to officially remember these days.

She was contempl ating the couch, and possibilities, when aknock came at the door and Pansy opened it
wide enough to look in. She was a cute, efficient woman whom Jazz had hired—ypartly out of
spite—away from James Borden'slaw firm of Gabrid, Pike & Laskins. Her deek dark pageboy framed



a heart-shaped face that wouldn't have looked out of placein asilent movie.
Even, just now, to the wide eyes.

"What?" Luciaasked. Pansy was hardly the wide-eyed type. She'd been cool under fire, literdly, when a
sniper had taken out Jazz's office window, and nearly Jazz herself. It took alot to get areaction from her.

For answer, Pansy held out a FedEx envel ope—the stiff cardboard kind—and opened it to take out a
red envelope. She hdd it in two fingers, carefully, asif it were adead roach. "For you," she said. "Do you
want it, or do we make the shredder people happy?"

In Lucias experience, it was always better to make an informed choice. "I'll take alook," she said, and
Pansy crossed the room with it and handed the crimson paper over. Lucia examined the outside of the
envelope, but as usud there were no cluesto the naked eye. A plain red envelope, like a greeting card.
Her name block printed on the outside. "Who sent the FedEx?' Pansy checked the labdl. "GP&L."

"Not specificaly from Borden or Laskins." "Nope. Mailroom. Could have been anybody.” Lucia nodded
and turned the envelope over. It was sealed. Shetook a sharp letter opener from her drawer and dlit it
carefully acrossthetop.

She had just put the letter opener down when Pansy ydlled, " Stop!™

She looked up. Pansy was staring down into the open FedEx envelope, and her face had taken on a
degthly white pdlor.

"Don't openit,” shesaid.

Chapter Five

What isit?" Luciaasked. She didn't move amuscle, though her heart had accelerated into afast, nervous
rhythm.

Pansy looked pa e enough to pass out, but her voice was steady. "Just put it down on the desk and step
away. Now."

It was too thin to be an explosive device, but there was something in Pansy's voice that warned Lucianot
to argue. She set the I etter, carefully, in the center of her clean desk, and backed up. Pansy stepped
forward and laid the FedEx envelope, with infinite care, down next toit.

"Outdde" shesad.
"What isit?"

"Fine white powder grainsin the FedEx envelope,” Pansy said. "I think they leaked out of thered
envelope.”

Luciawas suddenly, acutely aware of her hands. Her fingertips. She rubbed them gently together and felt
orit.

Oh, Christ.

"Go," she snapped, and held up her hands like a surgeon preparing to operate. "Move. Bathroom. Y ou



know the drill—scrub as hard as you can. Go, Pansy!"
llButyc| l n

"I'll betherein asecond. McCarthy!" Sheydled it, full-throated. He emerged from his office, haf-glasses
gill in place. "'l need you to dia the phone," she said. "'l may be contaminated.”

The glasses came off. " Contaminated how?"

"Envelope,” she said. "Powder." She struggled to keep cool on the outside; fear was strangling her,
making her breaths shalow and fast. "Did this number for me and put it on speakerphone.” Sherecited it
from memory. He punched it in, short stabbing motions, and stepped back asit rang. And rang. And

rang...
"Pansy?' Manny Glickman's cautious voice,

"No, Manny, it'sLucia," she said. Absurd, how useless shefelt, unable to use her hands; she was holding
them in midair, acutely aware of thetingling in her fingertips. Imagination, most likdly, but, God. "I need
you to get over herewith somekind of testing kit. We may have been exposed to something hazardous.
A finewhite powder in an envelope.”

Silence. A long one. Shefdt sweat beading on the back of her neck, under the thick fal of her hair.
"Have you called anyone ese?' Manny asked. "FBI? Postd ingpectors? The cops?’

"No. Just you. | want your opinion firgt."

“How many people handled it?'

"Just Pansy and me. It's FedEXx."

"Lucia, | understand you don't want to jump to conclusions, but testing for anthrax isn't instant. Y ou let
that FedEx courier continue on hisway, you could endanger hundreds of people. Y ou need to call the
FBI, right now. I'll come, but you need to call. It's probably nothing, but just in case. Report it.”

Hewasright. She hadn't thought about the courier, and she should have. "I will," she said. "Manny—"
"Did Pansy open the package?'

"es"

"Ungloved.”

"Wes"

"Andyou?'

"l opened the inner envelope.”

He hung up. She looked at McCarthy, who raised his eyebrows.
"Y ou want meto find the number for the FBI?"

"Yes. Ask for Agent Rawlins. | know him."

"Fine." McCarthy locked eyeswith her. "Go. Scrub.”



She did, ebowing through the bathroom door to find Pansy Hill at the sinks, scrubbing with handfuls of
thick, milky soap. Lucia used her own elbow, to turn on the hot water—thanks to whatever industria
designer's foresight had caused them to put in long-handled faucets—and began to do the same.

Pansy was crying. Not noisily, just slently lesking tearsthat trailed down her face and splashed into the
roiling water inthesink.

"It'sgoing to bedl right," Luciasad. "Weredl right."
Neither of them believed it, but Pansy gave her ashaky amile.
Luciascrubbed until her handsfelt raw.

When she and Pansy emerged from the bathroom, McCarthy wasright outside, pacing. "FBI's on the
way." he said. "They're getting to the FedEX driver and they've derted the regiona sorting center to
back-trace. Agent Rawlinsis sending ateam, and Hazmat's coming, but it'll be awhile. | told them about
Manny. They're okay with him working the scene, providing he's careful and he leaves everything in Situ.”

They would be, Luciathought. Manny had an even higher credibility within the FBI than to the outsde
world.

"I got hold of the building maintenance people and shut down the ar ducts. They're finding the mailroom
people and getting everybody together for testing.”

She nodded. It sounded asif he'd done everything she'd have done, plus a step or two more. Authority
and decisiveness came naturaly to him, even after two years of enforced subordination. She was shakily
relieved; she liked being in command, but at this particular moment, it was good to have someone ese
there.

"Look, | know you're worried, but chances are thisisn't anthrax or some other pathogen. Ninety-eight
percent of these kinds of things turn out to be jokes. Carelessness. Somebody spilling their baby powder
on the desk. You're going to be okay."

"I know." She gave him afadt, reassuring amile. "Although | think my manicureis beyond saving. Did you
lock down the office?"

"Yeah." He hdd up the keys, which heéld evidently found in Pansy's desk. "FBI will be here any minute.”
"Manny will be herefirg," Pansy said. "Trust me."

Pansy wasright.

Manny arrived in just under fifteen minutes, dragging awhedled casefull of stuff. Hewas abig, unkempt
man— not as unkempt and wild-eyed as hed been when Luciafirst met him, but Manny was no one's
poster child for stability. He wore ablack T-shirt with FORENSICS on the chest and a huge white
fingerprint on the back. Obvioudy not standard issue from any agency, but probably as officid ashe had,
these days. Hed trimmed his bushy hair recently, and the blue jeans he had on didn't look too ancient. All
indl, amuch improved Manny Glickman.

A more focused one, aswell. He mumbled ahello to Lucia, gave McCarthy agenuindly ddighted smile
and a handshake, and held Pansy off from afull-body hug with awarning gesture. "' Clothes," he said. " Off
and in the bag." He handed her ayelow plastic sack marked with ared biohazard symbol. " Put these
on." Hed brought blue jeans and ared sweater, aswell asapair of comfortable-looking flat black
dippersand, in aseparate plagtic sack, what looked like underwear. "'l got them from your place.”



She nodded.

"Everything in the bag, understand? Rings, watch, necklace, earrings. Underwear. Everything. Nothing
that touched you stayson.”

Pansy's eyesfilled with tears for a second, and then she blinked and pasted on agrin and said, "Y ou just
want to get me out of my panties.” Before he could answer, she took the sack and pile of clothes and
headed for the bathroom.

"Whereisit?' heasked Lucia
She nodded toward her office.
"l didn't have any clothesfor you, but | brought scrubs and booties."”

"Thank you," she said gravely. "The FedEx envelope and the red envelope are on my desktop. No other
papersthere, thankfully.”

"Red envelope?' Manny raised his eyebrows.

"I dit it open, but Pansy stopped me before | could do more. | don't suppose there's away we can take
alook... ?'

"What if there's something in it to aerosolize the substance? Even a paper clip and arubber band would
be high-tech enough to spread a cloud of powder.”

That was a scary thought. She nodded mutely, took the scrubs and ducked into Jazz's office to change.
The scrubs—maroon—were far from what she'd think of as couture, but they served. Her clothes went
into aplastic Hazmat bag, which McCarthy had prelabeled with GARZA in big block |etters.

She hated the booties.

"Cute," McCarthy said when she came out. She gave him an ill-tempered glare. "No, honestly. I've
aways had thisnursething.”

"Shut it, McCarthy."
"I'vegot thispain right—"
"Y ou don't want to know where you're going to have apain if you don't shut up.”

He grinned. She perched next to him on the reception desk, bootied feet swinging amlesdy, pulse il
driving fast. McCarthy's attempts at humor were soothing, but not soothing enough.

Pansy reappeared from around the corner, Hazmat bag in hand. "Where's Manny?" she asked.
McCarthy nodded to the closed office door. "What do we do with these?"

McCarthy checked that the names were clear on each bag, and then bundled both into another, larger
one. He labeled that one with both their names and the date. Evidence handling was something he was
obvioudy just asgood at as managing in acriss. Luciawished held let her do it, but could understand
why he was keeping her exposuresto aminimum. Still, waiting was hard. Her hands—freshly
scrubbed—felt cold. She rubbed them on her legs to warm them, saw McCarthy watching, and gave him
aquick smileto show that there was nothing wrong, nothing at al; being exposed to a hazardous
substance was an everyday occurrence.



The phonerang. It was Jazz.

"The FBI isthere," she said breathlesdy. "Bagtards arent letting usin the building. Were downgtairs.”
"I didn't want you to come, Jazz," Luciasaid.

"Yeah, well, | came anyway. Borden, too. What do you want usto do?'

"Cdl Laskins, get him out of bed if you haveto. Find out what GP& L sent us. Get them to fax over a
copy of thetext, if they sent it inthefirst place. | can't get to the red letter to read it.”

"Which might be the point,” Jazz said.
"True"

"Still...if the opposition could get to the envelope to doctor it, why not take the message? Why not
replace it with one of their own and skip the anthrax scare? They have to know it would draw attention.”

"All good questions. | don't know. | don't even know that there was an origina message in thefirst place.
All I know isthat there's a FedEx envel ope that came from GP& L's mailroom.”

Jazz made afrustrated sound, like sandpaper rubbing stone. "But you're al okay, right?*
"It takes up to seven daysto manifest anthrax symptoms,” Luciasaid. "Ask mein aweek."

Manny came out of the office. He was carrying asquare black case that was sedled with more bright
ydlow tape.

"Hang on,” Luciasaid to Jazz, and pressed the phone againgt her chest to muffleit. "Better get moving,
Manny. The FBI's downgtairs. They know you're here, but if you want to avoid questions..." Which she
knew he did. Manny would always choose to avoid questions.

Hisface was wet with sweet. "Y eah. I'd better get this sample back to the lab. Sooner | get the tests
sarted, the sooner..."

She nodded. Manny paused, gazing at Pansy. Shetried for asmile, and helooked asif he badly wanted
to touch her, but neither of them managed to pull it off.

"Seeyou," he said, and headed for the stairs. Pansy's gaze followed him. Luciagot back on the phone
with Jezz.

"Manny's coming out," she said. "He's got asample of the powder. Maybe you can ride herd on him...
?l

"Done," Jazz sad crisply, and hung up. That was Jazz: minimum talk, maximum effort.
"S0o," McCarthy said. "What do we do now?"
"Anybody want coffee?’

It took hours. Not a surprise; Luciawas well accustomed to the pace of investigations. But it still rankled.
Shewastired, exhausted from adrendine, and starving. To her disgppointment, the FBI hadn't exactly
stormed the building. Agent Rawlins was present and accounted for, but he/d only brought one other
agent and two technicians, one of whom was on loan from the Kansas City PD. One Haz-mat suit, which



none of them bothered to put on.

"S0," Rawlinssaid, and pulled up achair next to Luciaas hismen got to work. "Whao's out to kill you this
week?'

"Agent Rawlins, you wound me."
"Can't say asl'd bethefirst, maam.”
"Cut thefolksy bullshit."

He had alived-in face, too many linesfor hisyoung age, and the bright hair made him look tired. His

dark brown eyes didn't give away much except his generd intelligence. Rawlinsliked to pretend hewas a
hayseed. Luciaknew better. The man had graduated top of his class from Quantico, had piled up astring
of high-profile cases and was in the running to be moved up to D.C. on his next rotation. If ever aman
was going to makeit out of the FBI bush leagues, it was Agent Rawlins.

He nodded, rubbed his big hands together and looked down at the floor. "Want to tell me how this
happened?’

Shetold him thefacts, ashbriskly aspossible.

"l won't ask who has agrudge againgt you, because | know damn well that the list is about aslong asthe
phone book. Including a couple dozen drug deders and some very unhappy terrorists from the old days."
Helooked up, directly into her eyes. Y ou know who the envelope's from?”

"Gabrid, Pike & Laskins" shesaid. "Our attorneys.”
"I'm thefirgt to believe lawyers are evil, but why would they want to kill off their own dlients?"

"| doubt they would. Anybody could have dipped an envelope into their FedEx bin at their offices.
Wouldn't be too difficult.”"

"Good enough.”" Rawlins nodded. "Y ou get alot of correspondence from these lawyers?!

She amiled thinly. "A fair anount, yes. Legd métters.”

"Mindif | take alook?'

"It's privileged."

"Miss Garza, you sound like aguilty party."

"I sound like someone who understands how you work. Y ou're on afishing expedition, Agent Rawlins."
"Am | doseto caching anything?"

"Not even aminnow."

He smiled and |ooked away, toward the office door. His tech was coming out, holding a sedled bag
marked EVIDENCE, with the stlandard biohazard symbol on it. Rawlins gave him athumbs-up and
stood.

"The lab'sbacked up,” he said. "Might take afew daysto come back with aresult on this. My
advice—close down until we get back to you. Take vacation.”



"Y ou're checking the ar handlersin the building?’

"We're taking swabs. My guys are doing field tests, but just so you know, field tests aren't that reliable.
Fasepostivesinalot of cases. Thelab's got some kind of growth medium it usesthat can giveusa
determination in twenty-four hours.”

"Oncethey get to us."
"Y eah. Oncethey get to you." It was unspoken, but he knew Manny would get to them first. Of course.
"Y our techs dready did fidd tests, right? What did they say?"

Rawlinswasimpossibleto read. "Like | said, field testsaren't redly relidble. They'rejust indicators. We
don't base any kind of decisonson what they say."

McCarthy, who'd sat quietly through this entire conversation, said, "Listen, friend, | haven't even been out
of prison for onefull day yet. Don't make me assault afedera agent. I'd liketo spend &t least one night in
adecent bed, watch alittletelevison...so please, answer the nice lady's question.”

"l can't comment."

"What are we, thefriggin’ press? Right,” McCarthy said. "Guess 1'm on my way back to Ellsworth.” He
stood up. Luciadid, too, getting between him and Rawlins; she didn't like the vibe that was cooking the
ar between them. Dammit, nobody told me that Jazz was the calm one of their partnership...

"Back off, Ben," she said, and put ahand flat on his chest. Shefelt the contact like a physical shock, felt
thetenson in his muscles, and lowered her voice. "Ben. Please. Let me handleit.”

He hesitated for about a second, then lowered himsalf back into the chair. Next to him, Pansy looked
pardyzed with fright.

Rawlinssaid, "Thefield test kit showed positive for anthrax. But the field test kit shows bullshit results
about thirty percent of thetime, so | wouldn't get too excited just yet. Besides, both of you made dl the
right moves, evenif theresultsarerdiable. I1t'sgoing to be okay. Y ou barely had an exposure.”

Pansy nodded. Her face was the color of old ivory, her eyes stark and scared. Luciafdt her fingers
tingling again, and knew it wasjust nerves, just her mind playing trickson her.

"Thank you, Agent Rawlins," she said. "Can we go?'

"We're going to take you to the hospital as soon aswe're done here. By the way, this placeis going
under sedl until we get the results back from the lab. After wefind out, either way, you're going to want
to line up abiohazard team to comein and do a thorough cleanup. Just in case. Good for business,
anyway. It'll make those potentid clientsfed safer.”

McCarthy looked asif he wanted to commit afederd crime. Luciatook Rawlinssarm and walked him a
few feet away before she said, "Do | need to get Pansy on any treatments?’

"The two of you should be on prophylaxis, just to be safe. I've made aphone call. Y ou'll be going to
Saint Lukes. They're dready set up for you. They'll start you on antibiotics. Y ou can discontinue them if
the tests show anegative."

Redlity was garting to set in. She could fed it asafine trembling in her nerves, adight hazy edgeto the
familiar surroundings. "And if the tests show positive?!



"Antibioticsfor thirty days, at least. Maybe sixty, depending on if you start to show any symptoms. Look,
Lucia—" He stopped. One of the techs was motioning at him from down the hall. "Beright back.”

Hewaked away, had a short conversation and came back. "Interesting news. My guystracked the
FedEx. Guesswhat? It doesn't exist.”

"Officidly, thistracking number doesn't exist. It never entered the FedEx system. Label looks genuine,
but it must be amockup. Pretty good one, too." He moved past her toward Pansy, who looked up at
him with a determined expression. "Wasit the regular FedEx guy today?'

"No. Hisname's Jm, but it wasn't him. It was awoman."

"We're going to need to sit you down for an Identikit, okay? We want to know what she looked like."
He glanced back at Lucia. "FedEx didn't make any deliveriestoday to this office."

Pansy looked, if possible, even more pae.

"Let'sget you guysto the hospita," Rawlinssaid.

Chapter Six

Saint Luke'swas exactly as much fun as Lucia expected. She thought that she probably could have
walked away, anonymous in her booties and scrubs, before anyone thought to look for her, but she
didn't. Loydty to Pansy won out against an atavistic desireto just get the hell out, and besides, McCarthy
was there, looking sardonic and grim. The nasal swabswere exciting, and the industrid-strength shower
and shampoo even more so. Fresh medical garb awaited at the end, but thistime she wasn't alone; both
McCarthy and Pansy had been given hospital couture as well. McCarthy's hair was damp and sticking up
in points. Pansy looked well-scrubbed and alittle less scared. "Doxycycline," the doctor said, and
handed over agiant bottle to each of them. "Take it asindicated. If your tests come back negative, you
can discontinue it immediately, but if not, keep taking it. No skips. Continue to the end of the regimen, no
matter how good you fed. Tdl usimmediately if you get any symptoms.”

"Symptoms?' Pansy said faintly.

"Fever'sthefirst sgn,” hesaid. "1 want to seedl of you in three days, sooner if you have even the
dightest risein temperature or sart feding under the weether. Clear?'

"If we get symptoms—" Pansy began.

"Then you check in here, and we start you on an 1V antibiotic course. But we don't even know that what
you've been exposed to isdangerous, and even if it is, we certainly don't know that you came into
contact with any significant amount, or contracted anything from it. Lots of don't-knowsand it'sin there."
He shrugged. "Just relax. Chances are you'll befine."

He wasn't the most caring doctor Luciahad ever met, but she appreciated his clear-eyed, blunt
gpproach. Evenif he did look bardly old enough to have graduated from high school, much less
completed any kind of medica schoal.

His eyes met hers, and she was surprised to find that he wasn't nearly as young as he looked. Not inside,



anyway.

"Good luck," he said, and held out his hand. She shook. He had afirm grip, soft, strong fingers. "Three
days, back here, or | send the FBI to handcuff you and bring you in."

"WEell be back."
And that, it appeared, was that.

Ten minutes |ater, Pansy's cdll phone rang. She unfolded it. "Hello?' Her face brightened and took on a
little color. "Manny! Any news?' Pansy, Luciawas amused to note, was like watching the news with the
sound off. "Oh. Okay." Obvioudy, no results yet, but then she perked up again. "Yed Yes, fine..."

When she hung up, Luciasaid, "Y ou're going over to hisplace.”

Pansy paused in the act of putting her phone back in her purse, obvioudy surprised. "How did you
know?'

"Remind me not to put you undercover, Pansy. And besides, | think | know Manny well enough to know
that he's not going to alow you to go home aone. Since he'sworking, helll want you there, where he can
watch out for you."

Pansy blinked and smiled. "Kindanice, isn't it? Having somebody care?!

"Yes" Lucia, onimpulse, reached over and took her hand. ™Y ou may have saved my life, you know. |
don't forget that kind of thing. Anything you need, Pansy, I'll ddliver.”

It wasn't an idle promise, and Pansy must have known it. She squeezed L ucidsfingers, and nodded.

"I'd better get moving,” shesaid. "He's sending acar for me. Knowing Manny, it'll be aBradley Fighting
Vehicle, with afull squad of off-duty marines."

Luciasmiled agoodbye and let her walk away. Pansy looked small and fragile, but there was a core of
inner stedl in her that Jazz must have sensed thefirgt time sheld met her. A fighter, that one. She'd been
cool and calm when she'd spotted the problem, and not many people could have handled it with such
grace.

"What.about you?' McCarthy. He was standing next to her. Some people appeared ridiculousin scrubs,
but he managed to carry more gravitas than the doctor who'd just walked away in his officid lab coat.
Light blue suited Ben, she thought.

"l guessI'll go home" shesaid. "I don't imagine I'll be ableto deep much.”

He nodded and opened the plastic bag they'd given him for the contents of his pockets. All he had wasa
wallet she supposed was |eft over from before hisincarceration, some keys, and the assorted motel
keycards that Omar had procured. Rawlins had asked for his gun, and hadn't asked to see the permit.
Sheld haveto seeif she could borrow agun from Omar for McCarthy.

Omar. Sheld forgotten about him. Sheld haveto cal and tell him to take afew days off—or better yet,
seeif he could trace the fake FedEX. Pity she hadn't opened the red envelope dl the way. She dearly
wanted to know what they'd had to say. Whoever they happened to be.

McCarthy fished the keys out of the bag in his hand and shook them lightly with a bemused expression.
"What?' she asked.



"Just thinking. Jazz put my car and apartment stuff into storage, but | guess| should pick up the car, at
least. Mogt of these keys don't mean much anymore. Apartment's gone. Office—well, | don't think they
were saving my desk in the squad room. Anyway, | think I'll pick up the car, then head for the motdl." He
gtill wasn't looking at her. "Unless you want to grab some dinner. Y ou've got to be hungry by now."

"Starving, actudly. We could egt, then | could give you arideto your car.” She smiled dowly. "Besides,
I'm the only one who's actualy armed, | believe. Unless you're hiding agun somewhere | don't want to
know about.”

"I don't like to boast about my weapons.” He dropped the keys back in the bag and followed her out.

Her car was downgtairs, in non-emergency parking. They got in and she drove silently through the
moderate nighttime traffic to Vine Street. Odd that she didn't feel aneed to talk, and even odder that she
didn't fed awkward with hisslence. He was thinking, she sensed.

"Where are we eating?"' he asked, as she dowed and turned into the parking garage.

"Best pizzaintown," shereplied. "Ddlivered. Sorry, but | can't stand being in these scrubs another
moment. We can pick up your car after.”

Hedidn't comment, just raised his eyebrows alittle. She key-carded into the parking garage and found
her spot, then led the way to the elevators. They let them in the lobby, which was vast, cool, and had two
Security guards on duty.

"Ms. Garza" Thefirst one nodded. "Evening. Should | even ask about...?" He gestured at her clothes.

"Mr. Marsh, I'd rather you didn't,” she said. "Thisismy friend Mr. McCarthy. Ben, they'll need your
driver'slicense. Nothing persond. Thisisahigh-security building.”

"How high-security?' McCarthy asked, and handed over hislicense. Marsh scanned it in and handed it
back.

"Can't talk about that," he said, and smiled. He was a huge man, intimidating when the Situation caled for
it, but generally good-natured. Lucialiked him. She especialy liked that he never let anybody he didn't
know passwithout ID. "Let'sjust say Ms. Garza hereisn't the most high-profile resident we've got.”

"Jagger and Clapton both keep apartments here,” she said. "For when they cometo town."
"You'rekidding. To Kansas City?'

"Home of the blues." She shrugged. "Y ou'd be surprised. This place has millionaires, CEOs, afew movie
gars. I'm lucky they let apeon like mein the door.”

"Y ou're good to go, Mr. McCarthy," Marsh said. "Check in before you leave viaintercom. Elevators
won't work without a passkey or us releasing onefor you."

McCarthy was looking at her as she did her passkey into the dot in the apartment elevators and pushed
the button for the sixth floor. "What?" she asked.

He shook hishead. "Y ou must be loaded, living in aplacelikethis.”

"Let'ssay | haveresources." Not that she was particularly proud of how shed come by them. The
elevator rode smoothly up to sx and dinged arriva, releasing them into a corridor with gleaming white
walls, origina artwork at regular intervals and deep plush carpeting.



"Jegger live next door?"

"He has hisown floor,” she said, and led Ben to the second door on the right. Two key locks. Once
sheldd ushered himin, sheflipped on the lights and went to the control panel to shut off the intrusion
darms. The blinking lights went from red to a steady, soothing green.

"Damn," McCarthy was murmuring. "So | guess breakfast at Raphael's was just par for the course for
you."

She glanced around, seeing it through hiseyes. A deek, modern kitchen in black and golden woods, a
panoramic view past the dining table. A balcony out past the living room, overlooking the city. It was
comfortable and cdlassic, and it had virtualy nothing of her persondity iniit.

"Lookslikearedly nice hotd," hesaid. "Thishow you live?'

"Pretty much," she said, and went to pick up the phone. She cdlled the pizza place and ordered two large
pies. McCarthy, it seemed, was a meat-lover. She wasn't much surprised. Hers remained, of course,
vegetarian.

"Makeyoursdf at home," she said, and picked up the TV remote from the low coffee table. She tossed it
to him, and hefielded it without hestation. Y ou said you missed TV. Have a it."

Shewalked past him and grabbed clothes from the closet before making her way to the bathroom to
change. She heard the TV start up as she was pulling on ablack knit top. Baseball, it sounded like. Men,
she thought, and smiled. Her hair needed brushing. She took care of it and thought about applying
makeup, but it seemed ridiculous at this point. She looked tired, but she'd come by it honestly, and no
amount of conceaer was going to help.

You realize, shetold her reflection, that you're thinking about makeup and appearances when you're
about to eat pizza. With an employee, no less.

Unsettling. She shook her head, tossed her deek black hair back over her shoulders and went out into
the gpartment.

M cCarthy was on the couch, feet up, watching—yes, she'd been right—baseball.

"Bear?' she asked. Heturned to look at her, and kept looking. "'l assume beer and basebdll till go
together."

"Sorry," he said, and muted the sound onthe TV. "It's been awhile."

Whether he meant baseball or something el se was open to interpretation. He stood up and joined her in
the kitchen as she opened the refrigerator and pulled out a cold bottle. Imported beer, the only kind she
willingly drank. She popped the cap with an opener and handed it to him, opened a soft drink for hersdif,
then clinked their bottles together. "To surviving another day," she said.

"Amen."

They tipped bottles and drank. McCarthy was still watching her, but his eyes closed when the taste of the
beer hit histongue. Sheer ecstasy, from the look on hisface.

"Wow," he said, when he put the bottle down on the counter. "It reglly has been awhile. And obvioudly,
you know beer."



"I try." Shetook down two plates. ™Y ou want to tell me anything?*

"Like?'

"Like your theory on why the evidence exonerating you showed up so conveniently when it did?’
Hetook another sip of beer. Stalling for time.

"Didn't seem very convenient to me," he said. "Condgdering I'd dready had the crap beaten out of me.”
"Maybe they decided you'd suffered enough.”

"Let'sjust say that little things like compassion don't enter into the equation for the Cross Society. And |
mean that literdly, by theway."

She did onto a bar stool and sipped from her bottle. She hadn't offered a glass; he hadn't seemed to
mind. "'l don't think | understand.”

"What Simms does—you understand about him, right? That he'slooking at dternate redlities, not just
tdling the future?"

"Excuse me?!
McCarthy shook his head.

"Oh boy. You'll need alot of beer, somebody smarter than me and some kind of consulting physicigt.”
He shrugged. "Okay. There'sthisthing caled string theory. Don't ask me how it works—I'm just acop,
okay? But the ideaiis that there are awhole bunch of redlitiesal layered up againgt each other. Every
decision everybody makes, therés adightly different chain of events, right? Take s billion people times
about a billion decisions—good, bad or indifferent—and you get how many potentia reditieswere
deding with here. Thething is, most of these decisions end up being meaningless, in the greet scheme of
things. They cancel each other out, and such. So instead of sixty fazillion redities, you get some
manageable number, like acouple of million that smultaneoudy exist in the here and now."

Lucialistened, thinking hard. Mostly, she happened to be thinking that she'd never redly believed the
unlikely story of the Cross Society, or Max Simms, though Jazz seemed to have come closer to buyingit,
and Jazz was hardly the credulous type. "' So, Simms supposedly can use al thistheory to predict the
future

"No, Smmsisthered ded, he's some kind of savant. He doesn't need theory to do what he does—he
just seesit. Like some psychicinthecircus.”

"Then why the physics explanation?'
"That's what where the Cross Society comesin. They made what he does scientific.”
"Uh-huh. And Eidolon...?"

Ben flipped a hand in assent. " Started out the same way, but Eidolon took it further. Hasto do with
predictive math, or something. Both the Cross Society and Eidolon can track decisions and look at the
different outcomes. Only problem is, once playing god getsto be amultiplayer game, it gets nasty.
Eidolon actudly camefirgt, by theway. It got aton of defense department money, and SSmms actudly
worked with astaff of high-level physiciststo develop acomputer system that could do what he did. That
was hismistake. He created himsdlf right out of ajob. Then he founded the Cross Society to do the same



thing, once he redlized Eidolon was going to manipul ate events to their own advantage. Counter of a
countermove.”

"And when Eidolon wanted him gore..."

"The new CEO made sure that he was taken out of the picture. | figure Simms should have been killed,
but he managed to work the decision tree enough that he only got convicted and sent to prison. You'd
better believe that Eidolon's been working hard to keep him there, or better yet, make sure he dies
behind bars"

"How do you know dl this?'

"l wasin early.” McCarthy shrugged and turned his beer bottle in negt, precise circles. "Simms wanted
people in the Cross Society who could carry out orders, not just it around and talk theory. | was..." He
fell slent for afew seconds, eyes hooded. "I was supposed to help them make things better. But | figured
out pretty fast that wasn't how it worked. Y ou start out fighting the good fight, but pretty soon you're just
fighting for your life

"And you didn't agree."

Hetook adrink, then another. "I didn't say that. I'm no saint, Lucia"

"If you agreed, then why did the Cross Society put you in prison?”’

"| told you. | refused to carry out an order.”

"To stand by and let Jazz get killed."

His shrug was so smdll it could have been interpreted as fidgeting. "Hey, even atotd bastard's got limits."
"So what's changed? Why |et the evidence cometo light to get you out?

"Why the hell do they do anything? Their spreadsheets or Smms or whatever told them | could do
something for them.”

She nodded. Silencefdl, broken by the clink of their bottles on the black marble counter. It seemed
eerily quiet, here abovethe city, inthishermeticaly sedled building.

The buzz of the intercom made both of them jump, though McCarthy tried to look nonchaant about it.
"Pizza" shesad.
She kept the gun handy anyway.

The sound McCarthy made at thefirst bite of pizzawaslike aman in the throes of—well, ecstasy. "Oh,
God," he murmured. "That'sjudt...unbelievable. Sorry, but you've got no ideahow many nights | thought
about—"

"Pizza?' She kept her voice cool and amused. "'I'd imagine there were other things to think about.”
He chewed and swallowed. Gave a Cheshire cat smile. "Pizza's the one I'm willing to talk about.”
"Careful, Mr. McCarthy. I'm not on the menu.”

""No question about that. Shit, | can't even afford the pizza.” He blinked, and before she could fed even



thefirst impulse to take offense, said, "And | didn't mean that the way it sounded.”

She had to laugh, because his expression was priceless. "Don't worry. My dignity ishardly that fragile.”
" meant—"

"I know what you meant. Enjoy the food."

Hedid, wordlesdy, letting out involuntary sounds now and then that strongly reminded her of other things
he might have missed, during histimein Ellsworth. Which made her skin prickle and made her pulse thud
faster. No. Thisis strictly dinner. Nothing more.

She was good at sdlf-deception. It was why she had always been so damn good at undercover work.

He kept on watching her, as he made his way through his second beer and last dice of pizza, steding
glances when he thought she wasn't looking. She felt them like feathery touches on her skin. Her glass
was dry; she debated opening another soft drink, then decided to have abeer herself. She went to the
refrigerator to pull onefree.

"No," he said flatly, and reached past her to close his hand around hers. She resisted the urge to drive her
elbow back into his gut, mainly because the warmth of him, leaning againgt her, undid al her reflexes.
"You're on antibiotics. No beer."

"What are you, my doctor?"

"Depends,” he said. Hewas still pressed againgt her, his hand hot around hers. "Do you need examining?"
Hisvoice had dropped to alow, dark-velvet whisper, warm against the back of her neck.

She needed awholelot of things, and it shocked her, the depth of that need. How long had it been?
Nearly ayear, sheredlized, since that busness with Dalasthat had turned out such amess. Not agood
memory, though the sex...no, even the sex hadn't been worth that. McCarthy made her body come dive
in ways she wasn't prepared to ded with—nerves hot and tingling, skin tight and sensitive to every touch,
every breath he took.

She could say no to alot of things, and ahdll of alot of men. It cameto her as an inescapable fact that
shesmply couldn't say no to Ben McCarthy.

The beer bottle dipped back into its place in the door of the refrigerator, and hisfingers moved over
hers, warm where hers were cold and trembling. Then he traced the sengitive inner sde of her arm, his
fingertips drawing aline of hegat to her elbow, then around. He brushed her hair back in one dow,
feather-soft motion, and let out his breath in asigh that moved, moist and possessive, over her kin,
across her throat. She felt her knees going weak. Her pulse pounded torturoudy fast. | can have this. |
deserve this. Just this once. | know it's not smart. | don't care.

Without any warning, he stepped back. Far back. Cold air crept dong her skin, an arctic chill, and she
felt the goose-flesh held given her for entirely different reasonstighten in response. She shut the fridge
door and turned to look.

Hewaswaking away, hisback to her, beer in his hand. Walking to the windows, where he stood staring
out at the city lights and swigging beer asif hislife depended onit.

"Ben..."

Hetipped the bottle up and sucked down the last of the foam, then set the empty down on atable. He



picked up the plastic bag that held his personal items.

When his voice sounded, it was rough and abrupt. Hard-edged. "Do they call cabs, your guys
downgtairs?'

"l can driveyou—"
"NO_"

She pressed her hands to the hard marble of the countertop and willed herself—commanded
hersalf—back to some kind of professona demeanor. There was nothing she could do about the rate of
her breathing, or the flush in her cheeks, or the dilation of her pupils. But she could ignoreit. "Yes," she
said. "Yes, they can cdl acab for you.”

"Set it up, would you? | need—" He swallowed convulsively and drew the back of hishand acrosshis
mouth. "'l need to pick up my car. It's getting late. And even though this motel promisesto keep the light
on, I'd better..." Hewas at aloss for words. She could sense the turmoil in him. He made an effort to
put some nonchaance back in hisvoice. "Besides, | probably have sometelevison viewing to catch up
on. Any suggestions?'

She briefly entertained afew suggestions, but they were anatomically impossible. "Y ou seem to enjoy
baseball.”

"Yeah, loveit. Basebal, Mom, apple pie, though cometo think of it, | aways preferred peach..." He
was réttled, terribly off balance, and sheimagined this was something of anew experience for him. She
watched him visibly take control. ™Y ou've been redlly kind to adown-and-out ex-con. Thanks."

It hadn't been kindness. He knew that, and she wasn't willing to humiliate hersdf by pointing it out. "Any
time," shesaid. Her lipsfelt numb and cold. "Y ou'll watch your back?!

"Sure. Watch yours. And—" His eyes met hers, blue and limitless and blind with the same yearning she
felt. "Y ou take care of yoursdlf. Y ou heard thedoc. Any fever..."

"Go," shesaid. Shedidn't know why, except that she knew he desperately needed her to order him out.

He nodded and | eft, shutting the door behind him. She walked to the intercom and pressed the button
and told Marsh her friend was coming down, and would he please call acab.

And then she went to the couch, turned on the television and sat numbly watching baseball—which she
didn't even like—well into the night, thinking.

Chapter Seven

Morning came ugly and early, with the soundtrack of aringing phone. Luciaclawed her way out of
twisted sheets and found the receiver as she swung her legs out of bed. "Y es?' she said. It came out
more abrupt than she intended, but she wasn't amorning person, and nearly everyone who worked with
her knew it. What few friends she had knew it extremely well.

Luciacollapsed back against the pillows and threw her arm over her eyes. "Manny hasaresult.”



"No, not yet, but | figured I'd better ask you what you wanted to do about today's appointments. We
have clients coming in &t ten, remember? Santos Engineering? The industrid espionagething?"' Jazz was
making notes; Lucia could hear the scratch of pen on paper. Shefelt asif she had ahangover. Her head
fdt suffy. Don't be stupid. It

could be anything. You could just be imagining things. "Lucia?"
"I'm thinking," she said. "Any way we can postpone?"

"Congdering the state of our accounts receivable? I'm thinking no. Look, why don't | takeit? Let you
rex?'

"I'm fine." Shewasn't. Didn't fed fine, and that worried her, but she'd had a crappy night's deep. She
didn't have afever, at least, and that was supposed to be the first sign. "'l don't want you out of Manny's
placefor now. Eidolon—"

"In case you missed the memo, Eidolon came after you, unless that FedEx was addressed to "Whichever
Bimbo Opens It First™

"Who'reyou caling abimbo, chica?'
"Who'reyou cdling chica? Ah, hell, get up, would you? Have some coffee. Call me back."

Click. Jazz and her smooth socia skills. Luciagroaned and considered rolling over in the cocoon of
pillows, but she knew it wouldn't do any good.

Shower. She needed a hot, cleansing shower.

On her third cup of coffee, Luciacaled Jazz back and rescheduled the Santos meeting for the client's
offices, on the condition that Jazz stay strictly a home.

"You'rejoking," Jazz retorted. "Y ou think I'm letting you roam around by yourself? Somebody tried to
poison you. Don't you get it?"

"l getit," she said, and checked the headlines on the papers that had been I€eft at her door. "But mail
poisoning isn't exactly the world's mogt intimate crime. It'salegp to go from that to—"

"Excuse me, but these same people—"
"How do we know it's the same people?’

"These some peopl e put a high-powered-rifle bullet through my office window and nearly killed me!
That's pretty intimate, not to mention direct! Unless you're wearing Dolce & Gabbanas spring bulletproof
line—"

"Oh, Jazz, I'm s0 proud. A year ago you would have thought Dolce & Gabbana made chocolate bars.”
"Would you let mefinish?'

"No. And I'll tell you why. I'm going to the meeting, and I'm taking Omar with me. Y ou've met him. Ishe
enough of abodyguard for you?"

Jazz made some hafhearted protests, but it was mainly from being left out, which she hated. But Lucia
meant what she said: until Max Simms or the Cross Society sent word that Eidolon's attention had moved
on, and Jazz was no longer atarget, Jazz would stay safe in Manny's home. Bunker. Whatever it was.



"Jazz," Luciasaid, just when she sensed her partner was about to put down the phone. "Listen—when
Manny getsthe results—"

"You'rethefirg cal," Jazz said. "FBI second. Pansy's still here, by the way, and fedling fine. Y ou?"

Luciaswalowed another mouthful of coffee and willed the achesin her musclesto go away. "Fine" she
sad. "l fed fine"

Omar showed up downgairs at promptly 9:00 am., looking big and mysterious and sexy ashdl in his
black dacks, black shirt and designer sunglasses, hisglossy black hair carelessy curling dmost to his
shoulders. "Boss," he said in greeting, and uncoiled from hislounging position at the guard station, where
he'd been shooting the breeze with Messrs. Tarrant and Vaencia, the day shift guards. He did the glasses
up to take agood look at her. "'l leave you aonefor afew hours, and you go and get yourself infected.”

"Y es, Omar, you could have bravely thrown yourself on the FedEx package and prevented al of this."
She moved past him to the parking garage elevators. "Cheer up. Maybe you can take abullet for me
today instead.”

"Don't get my hopesup,” hesaid.

Downgtairs, his gleaming black SUV was parked next to her Lexus. Illegdly. "I suppose were taking
your car," shesad.

"You hired mefor my vast array of skills," Omar said. "Of which guarding parking garagesisonly one."
"Shut up and get methere.”
"Testy! Not enough coffee?’

There wasn't enough coffee in the world right now to banish the headache that was pounding in her
temples. She dug two aspirins out of her purse and swalowed them with amouthful of bottled water,
taken from the built-in cooler between the seats. Omar's SUV had dl the comforts of first class. Shewas
reasonably sure that should she ask for ahot meal, held be able to provide it out of the contents of the
secret compartments.

"Headache?' he asked.

"Not enough deep. And yes, | have antibiotics, and they don't even know what it wasin the envelope
yet. I'mfine." Speaking of that, she dug the antibiotics out and swallowed the next dose. It tasted hitter.
Shefollowed it with plenty of weter.

He kept silent, wisaly. She closed her eyes asthe truck weaved through morning traffic to Overland
Park. The sun seemed too bright. She checked the air vents and turned the air conditioning up.

Omar refrained from comment.

The meeting was so dull and ordinary that she coasted through it on autopilot. She smiled at gppropriate
places and delivered the gppropriate endorsements of the ability of the private investigative firm of
Cdlender & Garzato find their security leak. Santos was asmall company. The leak wouldn't turn out to
be some hard-ass spy; more likely, he or she would be adisgruntled midlevel employee, dissatisfied with
his or her prospects and pay.

"Thetruthis" shetold Erin Santos, the firm's chief operating officer, "the target is probably so scared of



being caught that he or she will confessimmediatdly, if confronted. I'd suggest some blind interviewsthis
week. Half an hour for each of your employees over the course of two or three days. Well find your
mole." An easy five thousand. Jazz would be pleased.

"Wadll..." The Santos team exchanged barely concealed eager looks. "Can you do it now? Get started,
ayway?'

"Sure" she said. It wouldn't take much. Some guesses, some silence, Omar lounging purposefully inthe
corner. "Give methe most likely suspectsfirst. We might aswell work it asatriage.”

Infact, it was faster than even Lucia had anticipated. She didn't get any signs on thefirst two, but the
third person in the door had the body language of someone walking to the dectric chair. Shehad a
confession within minutes, and was soon giving her report and leaving the board to handle the guilty
employee.

Erin Santos was true to her word, and there was indeed a check cut immediately. Luciaaccepted it with
grave courtesy and just the right touch of distaste. Money changing hands was never to be savored in
public, with aclient. No matter how happy one might be later at the bank.

Inthe SUV again, she caled Jazz and gave her the report as Omar deposited the check at adrive-in
teler.

Jazz was pleased. "What're you doing now?"

"Now," shereplied, dipping on her sunglasses againg the relentless morning glare, "1 think | will go home
and get some moredeep.”

"Afraid not," Jazz said. Her tone was gruesomely cheerful. "How close are you to the office?!
Twenty minutes.”

"Then swing by, would you? Security has someone there who tried to get in to see us. He seems pretty
upset at finding the office shut down. Name's Leonard Davis... Hey, isBen with you?"

"With me? Why would he be with me?'

Jazz's tone turned opague. "Just asking. | haven't heard from him yet."
"Noides," Luciasad.

Omar was dready heading in that direction when she hung up the phone.
She put her head back againgt the cushions and tried to nap.

There was agangly young man seated in the lobby of the office building. Hewas bundled in abig gray
swestshirt and blue jeans, with abasebdl cap pulled low. Lucianodded at the two guards, who were
looking tense and unhappy. One of them came to mest her.

"This Leonard Davis guy showed up about thirty minutes ago,” he said. "Wanted to see somebody from
your firm. | told him the company was shut down for renovations, but he didn't want to leave. Acting
weird, | gottatell you. You want | should cal the cops?”

"No, let metalk to himfirgt," Luciasaid, and exchanged a glance with Omar. He moved off to the Side,
gpparently lounging, but he had aclear line of fireif necessary. Luciawaked toward the man.



Hedidn't budge. Didn't even look up until the last moment of her gpproach. He had aregular face,
squarely middle of the did between handsome and homely. Medium brown hair. Dark eyes, narrow, with
no particular impact to them.

"Mr. Davis," she said, and sank down into one of the leather guest chairs on the opposite side of the glass
table. "Y ou wanted to see someone from Calender & Garza?'

"Yeah, | did. | didn't think you guyswere here—"
"We'retemporarily officing esewhere. What's so urgent?”

Hetook off the ball cap in an awkward gesture of gentility, and offered hishand. She shook it. "I'm red
sorry to betrouble, but | redlly needed—I ook, it's my wife. | need to find her, and | wastold you might
be ableto help me."

"Doyoumind if | ask who sent you?'

"A Detective, ah, Brown? | have his card somewhere..." He patted his pockets and came up with a
KCPD business card. Welton Brown. Luciarecognized the name—one of Jazz's contactsin the
department. A detective with asolid reputation. "Anyway, | don't know where elseto go. | mean, I've
been looking, but nobody seemsto have seen her.”

"Sow down," Luciasaid, and kept her body language friendly and open. "Tell me what happened, from
the beginning.”

Hetook a deep breath and put his baseball hat back on. His sweatshirt proclaimed him afan of the
Kansas City Chiefs. Nike cross-trainers on hisfeet. He looked athletic, and the watch on hiswrist was a
sturdy, waterproof sports model. No reason at al for her darm bellsto be clanging. He was nothing but
vanilla, through and through.

Hesad, "It'smy wife, Susannah. She, ah, shes missing. | mean, she didn't come home from work on
Thursday. | went crazy looking for her.”

"And you went to the police." Luciaheld up Welton Brown's card.

Leonard Davis nodded. " Sure. The next morning, when | couldn't find her at any of the usua spots.”
"And Detective Brown recommended you come to us?

Hedidn't answer.

"Leonard," she said, and drew hiseyes. Tell me exactly why the police don't think she was abducted.
Y ou know | can find out with one phonecdl if | haveto.”

Helooked down at his cross-trainers. " She might have taken some clothes."
"Money? Did she take cash?'

His hands washed each other, dowly. "She used her ATM card twice that night. But these carjacking
guys, they do that, right? They make you get money out of the ATM. That's what happened. They made
her doit.”

"Does she have acell phone?!

"Yes. It'soff."



"And her car? Has it been spotted at all ?*

"No. What about a chop shop? Maybe they cut it up for parts.” Luciawondered if he was thinking about
the same thing happening to hismissing wife.

"It'spossble” she sad. "The police havethisinformation on file, if you gaveit to them. They'll keepitin
the database, and if anything turns up, they'll reactivate the case. It isn't that they don't necessarily believe
you, Mr. Davis, it'sthat there isn't much to go on in this particular ingtance. Y ou understand, don't you?
The police have to focus on crimes that have definitely occurred, not ones that might have happened. The
factsyou'velad out for me could involve awoman who's gone missing, or awoman who doesn't want to
befound."

Davisfidgeted, fingers pulling at the seams of his blue jeans. There were fading bruises on his knuckles,
and she focused on them for asecond before flicking her attention back to his shadowed face.

"l believe shesmissing,” he said. "'l believe somebody took her and made her get that money. | want you
to hdp mefind her."

She sat back, congdering him, Welton Brown's card cool between her fingers. Omar was still lounging in
the corner, looking asif he was paying no attention, but intent on every movemen.

Something was bothering her, but she couldn't put her finger on it. As she thought it over, trying to runit
down, her cell phonerang.

"Excuse me," she said, and stood up to walk to afar corner, her back to Davis. Omar would be
watching. Not much risk involved.

"Yo." Jazz. "Leonard Davis has two complaints against him for spousal abuse. KCPD hasbeen to his
house plenty of times. Soundslike alively place."

"Have you taked to your friend Detective Brown recently?*
"Weton? No. Why?'
"Thisguy'scarrying hiscard.”

"Probably filed amissing persons on hiswife. Ten to one, he's buried her in the backyard. Thinks he's
clever. Brown may be using usto keep him busy while he does amurder investigation. That would be his

dyle”
"| don't gppreciate having my time wasted.”
"Think of it as becoming acog in the great whed of justice.”

Luciasaid something pithy in Spanish, which was awaste, since Jazz hardly spoke aword. "So why
would thisguy engage with us, especidly for money?!

"Makes him look honest when they dig hiswife up from the melon patch.”

Luciaturned dightly and glanced over her shoulder. Daviswas|eaning back now, straightening his
baseba |l cap with hisright hand.

And something clicked. Something she was sure Welton Brown must have noticed, as well.

"Kegp digging,” shetold Jazz. "I don't mean in the melon patch.”



She ended the cdl and walked back, did into the seat and gave him a cool, professiona smile.

"How'd you get the bruise on your hand, Mr. Davis?' she asked. He looked down and ingtinctively
turned it pam upward, hiding the damage. "1t looks like you got it about the time your wife dropped out
of sght.”

Hedidn't glance up at her. She saw thetension in him and felt a sudden shift in the room, asif gravity had
subtly dtered.

"l got into afight,” he answered.

"Let me put thisto you as strongly as| can, Mr. Davis," Luciasaid. She deliberately dropped her voice,
dowed it, hed hiseyeswith her own. "If you hurt your wife and sheisin hiding, | will not track her down
for you. Do you understand me?'

"l got into afight at work. Look, it didn't have anything to do with Susannah, I'd never do anything to hurt
her."

She could fed something weighing her down now, a conviction that was drawn from athousand hints.
Theway hiseyes cut away at the last second. The bruises. The too-direct stare during adenid. Tiny
facia ticsas hetried to fake Sncerity.

She cut him off. "Our rates are athousand dollarsaday."

Davis sat back, mouth open, and then did that lightning-quick shift of hiseyesagain. 'l see. Soit'sdl
about the money, right?'

"Wework for aliving, yes."
"If | giveyou the money, you'l find Susannah?
Not, she noticed, save her. Not find out what happened to her. Just, smply, find.

She smiled thinly and stood up, settling her purse over her shoulder. "Not for any amount, Mr. Davis,"
shesad. "Because | don't believe you. Either you've killed your wife or you'd badly like to finish what
you started. Either way, we're not interested in helping you.”

She expected him to grab, because—if she was right— that would be his automatic response. And he
did. His hand shot out and closed on her arm. Squeezed—not with crushing force, because he was
aware of Omar, who was straightening up behind her, and the security guards behind the desk. But with
enough strength to send ahot jolt of agony up through her shoulder.

Shedidn't let it affect her cool, professional mask. ™Y ou'll want to take your hand off of me now, Mr.
Davis" she sad. "Before something unfortunate happens.”

"I said | need your help!" He didn't sound helpless; he sounded angry. She understood that anger could
be a correct response, especialy when aloved one was missing. But his anger was off-key. Narcissstic.

"Yes," she agreed, and pulled her arm free. "Y ou did. Now I'd advise you to go look for an attorney."”

Seen up close, those eyes were probably his greatest asset. The kind of little-boy eyesthat lulled women
into trusting, into believing his gpologies, into letting down their guard.



Hiseyeslied better than the rest of him.

He stepped back. "Y ou've got the wrong idea about me."

"Maybe s0. And if that's the case, then | will be sincerely sorry. But | can't take the chance.”
She nodded to Omar, and walked away to the security desk. The two guards looked attentive.
"Escort him out,” she said. "He doesn't come back inside.”

"Yes, maam.”

In the eevator, Omar didn't say aword, but he was watching her with interest. Shefdlt tired. Achy.
Wanted to collapse back into her warm, soft bed and deep for days.

"What?' she asked.

He shrugged as he pushed the button for the parking garage. "Kinda hard on the guy."
"He's had numerous abuse complaints.”

"Doesn't mean she's not missing.”

"It might mean that she's missing on purpose, and the last thing she needsis us bringing thisguy to her
doorstep.”

"Sometimes | think you dontt like people very much,” he said.

"People, meaning men?"

Another shrug.

"l likemenjust fine" shesaid. "l just like them better when they're not lying their asses off to me."
Omar'sdimplesflashed ashe smiled. "Y ou don't get alot of dates, huh?'

"Not second ones.”

The door cresked open at the well-lit parking level, and Omar went out firdt, presenting an unmissable
target should anyone be taking aim. He didn't even think about doing it. It was hisjob. She admired that,
even while she couldn't quite understand the mentality behind it.

"Clear," he said, after scanning the area. She stepped out from behind him, and they walked quickly
toward the SUV.

She had no warning, but suddenly she felt apowerful shoveto theleft, felt the world tilt, and landed hard
on her sde. Sheralled ingtinctively, holding her head up to keep from hitting the concrete floor, and
landed next to afat gray pillar. She hadn't thought about drawing her gun, but it was out, both hands
bracing it in textbook firing position.

"Easy," Omar was saying. Hewas till standing out in the open, having executed hisfirst priority—moving
her out of the line of fire. He was holding up both empty hands and trying to look asinoffensve as
possible, which was odd behavior for any bodyguard, but Omar in particular. Luciaedged forward and
peered around the barrier, hunting atarget.

A woman was standing in front of him. Thin, fragile, with short dark hair and ivory-pale skin that showed



off alurid array of bruises. Half her face was swollen dmost beyond recognition.
She had agun trained on Omar.
"Easy," he said again, and held his hands higher when she flinched. "Nobody's here to hurt you."

"I need your help," she blurted. There were tears running from her eyes, streaking silver down her face.
She durred her words, thanks to abadly swollen lip. "Please.”

It cameto Luciain alightning flash of comprehenson, and she dowly stood up, holstered her gun and
stepped out from behind the pillar, hands raised.

"Susannah?' she asked. " Susannah Davis? Y ou don't have to be efraid now. Y ou're safe. We're not
working for your husband. My nameisLuciaGarza."

Chapter Eight

Susannah stood very ill, staring at Lucia, and then dowly lowered the gun. Asif shed used the last of
her strength to hold it up, she collapsed to her knees.

Omar started to move forward, then stopped and looked back at Lucia "Maybe you should—"

"I'll help her." She nodded, and moved in to dowly bend down and pull the gun from the woman's
unresisting hand. Omar relaxed. Lucia handed the weapon to him and leaned down to take Susannah's
weight on her shoulder. The woman was heavier than shelooked. Solid muscle. She seemed out of it;
Luciatook the opportunity to do aquick pat-down, but found no additional weapons.

"He might have tracked her here," Omar said. "Maybe wasn't looking to hireyou at dl, just got caught
following her and decided to try to make the best of it."

"Very possble”
"Could be trying to get down hereto the parking leve."
"That'll takeawhile" Luciasaid. "But let's not get cocky. Open up the track, help me get her insde.”

He moved. Together, they got Susannah into the SUV and belted her in. Omar fired up the engine and
cruised up the ramp toward sunlight.

Asthey exited into the white-hot glare, Omar said, "Bend over, Mrs. Davis. Head down. If he's out here,
| don't want him getting alook at you."

Susannah dowly, painfully hunched over. Lucia scanned the street through the tinted windows and
paused on agreen Ford Expedition parked ablock away. The engine wasidling, and she was dmost
suretheindistinct figure in the driver's seat was wearing ared basebd| cap.

Son of a hitch.

They cruised by. Omar didn't even look toward the other truck, but Luciawas sure hed noted it. Unless
Davis changed vehicles, he wouldn't be able to follow undetected.

"Okay," Omar said, and reached over to help Susannah back to aSitting position. She rested her head



againg the upholstery, whimpering dightly. Omar's gaze met Luciasin therearview mirror. "Hey, boss
lady. Y ou know afriendly doctor?!

"Asamatter of fact, | do," shesad. "Turn right—"
"No doctors," Susannah croaked. "I'm fine. Nothing's broken."
"At least we can get you some painkillers—"

"I'mused toit,” she said, and straightened up. Her durred voice sounded stronger. "Thanks, but no. No
doctors. I'll be okay."

"Y ou could have aconcusson."

"No doubt about it," Susannah said, with agrimace that might have been meant asaamile. "1 waslooking
for you. Wdll, your firm, anyway. This detective, he sad—"

"Wedton Brown?"

"Yeah. | need protection. He said | should talk to you guys. | didn't want—I couldn't say anything about
my husband. Not to the police.

Luciaexchanged another look with Omar, who turned | eft at the light, heading for the freeway. "Detective
Brown aso talked to your husband.”

"Yes" shesaid, and let her head drop back againgt the upholstery again. "The story isthat | was attacked
by amugger. That's what hetold them. | had no choice. | had to agree."

"Because?' Luciaasked. Susannah painfully turned toward her.

"Because | dready tried going to the police," she said. "All that happened was that when he got out,
which took agrand total of lessthan thirty daysfor al three arrests, he took it out on me. I've moved.
Héll, I moved here from New Mexico. Look what it got me. Y ou don't know him. Y ou don't know what
he doesfor aliving."

Tears shone hard silver in her eyes again, and she blinked them back.
"I need help,” she said. "I need timeto decide what to do. | have money. | can pay you."
"If you need to disappear, there are shelters—"

"He knows all about them. Believe me, he's an expert at this, and he's got people working for him. They'll
find me. | have to use my ID and socid security number to get anew job, a new apartment—he catches
up. | need somebody who can get me anew life." Susannah's breath hitched unevenly, and she shifted,
eyes shutting againg someinner pain. "'l know things. Thingsthat can put himin prison forever. | just
need—I need sometimeto think about it. Make plans. A few days. | wasn't lying—I have money. I'll
pay you whatever you ask, just keep me safe and hidden for awhile. Please.”

Luciagtared straight ahead, thinking. She had contacts who could provide new 1D, forged documents,
clean socid security numbers. Once Susannah's face healed, Lucia had people who could even provide
her with some subtle plastic surgery to change the contours of her face. Make her plain or pretty, but
different.

Those were contacts she hadn't used in years. A part of her life she'd hoped she'd never haveto
acknowledge again. But that life had made her what she was now, the way broken bones sometimes



mended stronge.

"Maybe," shesaid. "Firdt priority isto take you someplace safe, so you can rest. Y ou look ready to
collgpse”

Luciasettled back in the seat, took out her phone and called Jazz.

Omar made thelast two turns and dowed the SUV. It was ableak industrid area, al solid blocks of
buildings with grimed windows and blank concrete faces. He dowed to acrawl in the middle of the
block. "There?"

It was awarehouse, just like the rest. Three stories, windows on the top floor and a blank front below
with three roll-up doors, al rusted and apparently securely fastened.

"That'sit."

"So how do we get in, exactly?"

"Pull up to thedoor."

Heturned the SUV up theincline and to an idling stop at the bay door. Nothing happened.
"And?' he asked.

"Walt"

They waited. After three or four minutes of silence, the bay door began to move upward—not dow and
creaking, as you would have guessed from the looks of it, but smooth and silent, and much faster than a
typical garage door.

"Go. Manny won't keep it open long.” And true to her word, the door began to crank back down when
the SUV was hafway through. Omar swore and hit the gas, and even so the door barely missed the back
bumper of thetruck. "Park under thelight."

There was asngle working light on the ground leve, illuminating a patch of bare concrete floor.
Everything dsewasin inky darkness, except for the dight suggestion of astaircase over to theside.
Omar pulled the truck up asingtructed and put it in Park.

"Engine off," an amplified voice ordered, loudly enough to penetrate the closed windows of the SUV.
Omar shot Luciaan amused, questioning look, and she nodded for him to follow ingtructions. Sherolled
down her window, and Omar did the same.

"Manny!" shecdled. "ItsLucid"

"I can seethat.” He didn't sound pleased, not pleased at dl. Manny Glickman, on his own ground,
seemed alot more commanding. "And before you even ask, the answer's no.”

"me—"
"No. Sorry. Can't comeinsde.”

Omar opened his door and stepped out, looking around. Lucia sighed and got out, too, walking around
tojoin him. Hedidn't seem very impressed. "Thisisit?"

"No," shesaid. "Believe me, theré'salot moreto it than this. Manny, can't we just come upstairs and talk



about it?"

"Too many people.”

"l can vouch for Omar—"
"No room at theinn, Lucia. Sorry, but that's how it is."

Thelast of that was delivered in person, an echoing voice from the bottom of the sairs. He shuffled out
of the shadows and into the poal of light, looking different from the man who'd taken charge back at the
office yesterday. He dumped, which spoiled what might have been an otherwise impressive entrance.
Having Pansy in hislife had been agood influence, but he was till phobic, till flinched at loud,
unexpected noises, and he did not enjoy company. Having Lucia, Omar and a strange woman on his
virtua doorstep wasn't waking any innate fedings of hospitality.

"Look," hesaid, "l likeyou, okay?1 like you fine. Y ou come done, yourewelcome. You cal for help, |
dowhat | can. But you're coming to my house right now without asking first, and look, you brought
people. | need you to go."

"Thiswoman'sin trouble. Manny, you have the safest place in the city. Put her up for just afew days—"

"No!" he snapped, then looked away. "I'm sorry, but no. I'm not the friggin' Witness Protection Program,
here. | do consulting forensic work. | took in Jazz 'cause she'sfamily. Pansy..." Hetried to come up
with aphrase, and failed. "I'm not running adorm. I'm out of room."

"You'rekidding," Omar said, and looked at the size of the ground floor. "Upstairs has to be a couple
hundred thousand square feet.”

"NO_"

Luciaheld up ahand—not to Manny, to Omar. "It'sdl right,” she said. "Manny, it'syour space, |
completely understand and respect that. | was asking for afavor. Y ou can choose not to giveit. That's al
right."

Manny flush faded from hot roseto adull pink. "I can't. | can't have strangers here right now. Please,
Lucia | need you to go away."

His gaze kept moving from Luciato Susannah in the SUV, irresigtibly drawn, and then snapping back as
if what he saw frightened him. It probably did. Manny had some bad, bad imagesin hishead, and a
traumathat had hardwired him againgt ever risking himsalf again. He didn' like criminal cases, avoided
them at dl costs, and he put his persond security ahead of most everything ese. Including, sometimes, his
friends

Still, he seemed uncomfortable at Lucias silence. "1 don't mean to be—Ilook, I'm sorry. | know she needs
help. But—Lucia, | can't." Hisgreen eyeshdd hers, willing her to undergtand. "1 can't.”

"I know," shesaid. "I'm sorry, Manny. That'sdl right. Can | go up to see Jazz?'
"No."

That, she didn't expect. "Y ou're kidding. Manny?'Y ou know me!"

He shuffled uncomfortably. "Okay, come with me. But they stay here.”

She sghed, and without even asking—or waiting for Manny to demand it—she pulled her gun out of its



holster, made it safe and handed it to Omar. It disappeared into hisleather jacket.
"I'madl yours" shesad. "Omar, Susannah—wait here."

"And don't touch anything,” Manny said. "l mean it. Anything."

Omar looked around at the utterly featureless space. “I’ll try to hold back."

Manny led her through pools of harsh industrid light and velvety shadowsto asted door. Thisonehad a
keypad. He covered it with hishand and typed in astring of at least adozen numbers, then opened the
door for her. It made a hydraulic hiss. She stepped inside, he crowded in behind her, and they were
in—what the hell wasthis2—akind of secured room. Presuming somebody got past the security on the
previous door, this room would stop them cold. It was about six feet square, and—she rapped the
wall—seemed like solid sted, with some ventsin the ceiling.

Manny pointed up. "I can drop knockout gas," he said. "In emergencies.”
"Y ou scare me sometimes.”

"Y eah, that's what Jazz says, too. But I've never been robbed.”

“I'll bet."

Manny edged past her to the other end of the room and did aside awell-concealed meta pandl. Inside
was another keypad. This sequence was longer, and was probably— knowing Manny—completely
different and randomly generated. She thought about Jazz, coming in and out of here, and knew her
partner well enough to redlize that, regardless of Manny'singtructions, she would have had dl of these
pass codes written down somewhere. Probably on a sheet of paper |abeled Secret Codes.

That made Luciasmile, thinking of Manny's probable reaction if he knew. Hed definitely move. Again.

"Where are we going?' she asked. The door opened, and on the other side was an openwork metal
staircase. For aman who'd been buried dive, Manny seemed to have an affinity for small spaces—but,
sheredlized, they were small spaces he controlled. It made a certain cockeyed sense.

"The office"
"Is Jazz there?"
"No."

Two flights of stairs, another key-coded door, and she was in another world. The officewasabig,
gpacious place, al windows on one side, with thick, off-white carpeting.

Modern art hung on thewalls, and she could tell ingtantly that it wasn't lithography; those were originds.
He seemed particularly partid to the cool logic and simplicity of Mondrian, but he was eclectic. She
spotted a Kandinsky, then aMiro. The colors glowed in the soft natural light.

Gradudly, she redized that there was furniture, aswell—all pale, spare, unobtrusive. A desk with two
chairson either sde. A huge expanse of pae oak cabinets.

"Wow." It was al she could manage. Why was Manny never what she expected? He looked asif he
might live behind asewer grate.

How inthe hdl did Manny Glickman, former government employee, havethe cash to livelike this?



Consulting was profitable; it wasn't that profitable. Then again, she hoped nobody would ever force her
to explain the fundsin her bank accounts, or the penthousesin New Y ork and Madrid. Even though
sheld come by the money legitimately, if not perfectly honestly ...

Manny seemed to relax as he walked to the desk. His shoulders straightened, his muscles|oosened. By
the time he eased himself into the suede chair behind the desk, he looked only alittle worried.

"Sit," he said. Hisgreen eyeswere level on her as she silently obeyed. "Do you have afever?'
It wasn't what she expected. Again. "What... ? No. No, of course| don't.”

He stood up, took a set of keys out of his pocket and unlocked adesk drawer. She couldn't quite see
what held pamed. He walked over and, with deceptive quickness, dapped his hand over her forehead.
For aludicrousingant she thought, That's it, he's gone insane, he thinks he's a faith healer, and then
he took his hand away and stared at her forehead intently. She reached up and touched plastic.

"Thermometer,” he said. "Disposable.”

Oh. She put her handsin her lap and waited, wondering idly what the thing was saying. Manny's
expression was unreadable.

He reached down and peded it off and mutely turned it to show her. The red line had reached a marker
that read 100.2 degrees.

"No?" he asked.

Her reflex was to snap back I'mfine, but that was stupid, and it was rooted in fear. She swallowed,
closed her eyesfor afew seconds and considered. Shefelt hot, but not redly sick. Tired. Had adight
achein the back of her throat.

"All right,” shesaid camly. "I have afever. Some muscle aches. | could deep for aweek. But Manny,
those aren't necessarily symptoms of anthrax. They're just aslikely to be reactionsto stress.”

He nodded, dropped the thermometer in the trash and returned to the safety of his chair. He leaned
back, still watching her.

"You need to rest,” he said. "L et the antibiotics work. And go see your doctor, today."
"You have the results of the tests?"

"The cultureés il cooking.”

"If it'santhrax, what are my chances?"

"Excdlent. Y ou got on antibiotics right away. Y ou just need to take care of yoursdf."
Shetook in adow breath. "Does Pansy have afever?'

He shook his head, and the tension gathering in her ssomach lessened alittle.

"No symptomsat dl?'

"Nothing. I'm watching over her," he said, and went quiet again for afew seconds. "I want to talk to you
about Ben McCarthy."



Of course. Manny knew Ben; in fact, he had more loyaty to Ben than anyone except Jazz. "Go ahead.”
"You canttrust him."
She sat back, surprised. It clearly cost him to say that; his expression was deeply unhappy.

"Don't get mewrong," he added quickly. "Ben...Ben meansalot to me. | mean, hes— | wouldn't be
hereif it weren't for Ben. | wouldn't be anywhere. But—" She watched him struggle for words, with no
impulse to help him dong. "He manipulates people. Women.”

She amiled dowly. "Manny, you've just described ninety-five percent of the men I've ever met, if you
insert thewords triesto.”

"No, | mean..." Heran hishand through his curling dark hair and left it looking just abit mad-scientist. |
don't think he'stelling us everything. There's something wrong here, Lucia. Jazz doesn't think so, but | do.
Y ou should watch out.”

"It'sal right if you just don't like him," Luciasaid. "Y ou don't have to, you know. Y ou can owe him your
lifeand il not likehim."

Something flickered over Manny'sface.

"l died," he said quietly, and curled his handsinto loose fists on the wooden top of hisdesk, asif he
wanted to keep them from doing anything foolish. "Seemed like | died, anyway. | was down therein the
dark, dl that dirt ontop of me, running out of air. Screaming until 1 couldn't scream anymore, with that
tape running, the one of hislast victim. Hetied me up so | couldn't breathe much. So that every movel
made pulled the rope tighter around my neck. | had achoice—I could lie there quietly and suffocate, or |
could try to get loose and strangle.”

"Oh, no, Manny," she whispered. She hadn't known.

"Over forty hours. Y ou know what it'slike to run out of air? Y ou get a headache. It just gets worse until
it killsyou, until you can't breethe, until you're nothing but agagging anima. And when | tried to struggle,
the rope was like his hands, like his hands around my throat.” He swallowed hard and wiped his
forehead. "All my lifel thought | was smart, but he showed me that when you're down in that hole, smart
doesn't mean shit. Y ou need someone dse. Someone ese. Anyonedse”

"Mmr]y—"

"Ben dug with his bare hands, you know. With his bare hands, while the other cop went to get shovels. |
was dead. He gave me mouth-to-mouth to bring me back. I'm aive because he dug me up and made me
live"" Manny raised his eyes and fixed them on hers, fierce and angry. "Ben's the hand of God to me. You
know how much it costis meto tell you not to trust him? Y ou think | don't like him? How do you not like
someone after that? | love him, and screw your smug attitude! ™

Hewas angry. She'd never really seen him angry before—scared, sure, but thiswas different. He stood
up, and she did, too, feding alittle worried. But he stalked over to the door and jerked it open. Made a
jerky after-you gesture, head bent. She went to the stairs and walked down them, aware of his bulk
behind her. There were no code pandls on this Sde of the barriers. Manny could aways get out.

She opened the last door and stepped into the cool dimness of the parking garage, then turned around.
Manny stood right behind her, one hand on the knob, watching her.

"I didn't mean to discount what he did for you," shesaid. "And if you think | should be careful, then I'll be



careful. Thank you.”
He nodded once and dammed the door. The code pand'sred lights|it up.
No getting back inside.

She went to the SUV, where Omar lounged againgt the side, smoking, and Susannah waited in the
passenger sedt.

"Ishe going to help?" Susannah asked anxioudly.
Luciaclimbed in the back when Omar opened the door for her. "No," she said.

Omar flicked alook at her as he started up the truck. She shook her head. She didn't know how to begin
to tell him what had just happened, and she wasn't sure she should.

Asthebig stedl door cranked up to let them exit to the street, another car pulled in to block the way from
outside.

James Borden got out of the sedan.

He evidently redized it wastoo late to wave at Manny for admittance, and he sure as hell must have
thought it wasimportant, because instead of stopping like any sane person as that massive door rattled
down, he dashed forward.

Threefeet left. Two and ahdlf...

Borden dived through the gap, € bow banging on the steel door, and cameto hisfeetina
not-quite-clumsy roll. He didn't have the anima grace of, say, Jazz, but then again, he had alot of arms
and legsto work with.

"Manny!" heydled. "Y ou assholel”

Anintercom came on. "Next time call first." That seemed to be that, so far as Manny was concerned.
He really wasn't feding hospitable.

Borden brushed imaginary dust from his suit—he was nicely done up today; hopeesdy off-the-rack, but
he cleaned up well, considering. His hair had the unyielding, gravity-defying gd look that Jazz found so

funny.
Luciagot out and walked toward him. "Looking for Jazz?' she asked. It was pretty much agiven.
"No," hesaid. "l waslooking for you."

And it hardly came as asurprise when he pulled ared envelope from insde hisjacket. It was alittle
creased from his acrobatics.

"Let meguess,” she said, and didn't moveto takeit. "Y ou were told where I'd be."
Thetipsof hisearsturned red. "Don't make this hard. I'm just a messenger.”
"Judt following orders?'

"Don't—hey, who's she?' Borden's eyes suddenly shifted to look over Lucias shoulder. He was staring
at the bruised and abused faced of Susannah, visible through the van's front window.



"Nobody you need to know, unless you're taking on pro bono crimina cases,”" she said. "Forgive mefor
being alittle cautious, but the last one of those | got came with atoy prize.”

"I talked to Laskins," Borden said, and came a step closer. Just a step, because Omar was watching him
with that closed expression that meant trouble. "This one comes directly from the Society. Nobody's
touched it but me and him. Do you want meto open it?’

Sheld fed likeanidiot. And acoward. She took the envelope, ripped it open and drew out the single
sheet of paper inside.

It said, GET MS. CALLENDER. GO WITH MR. BORDEN. PARK IN THE LOT ON THE
SOUTHWEST CORNER OF PARALLEL PARKWAY AND 10TH AT 5:16 P.M. TODAY . LOOK
FOR A MAROON CHEVY VAN. WE TRUST YOU WILL KNOW WHAT TO DO.

"Hang on," Borden said, and handed her something ese. It was atiny flashlight, and when shetried it, the
light emerged acool, faint blue. "UV," he said. "Shineit on the paper.”

When she did, asprawling signature appeared. Milo Laskins.

"From now on," Borden stated, "everything we send you comes marked both on the envelope and on the
paper insde. Ded ?'

"Dedl." She stowed the flashlight in the zip casein her purse, which included keysto her house and car,
secondary 1D and athousand dollarsin cash. The bare necessities of alife that might require running at a
moment's notice. "Do you know what it says?"

"NO_"

She handed it over. Borden read it, rubbed hisforehead asif he wanted to scrub hisfronta lobe, and
handed it back. "Fine" he said. "Why me?"

"| think only your boss can answer that one." She turned away from him, toward a corner where she
knew a camerawas watching, and raised her voice. "Manny! | need to talk to Jazz!" She held up the

paper.

After ten seconds of silence, the sted door in the shadows clicked and sighed open.
"Just you." Manny'svoice rang over the concrete. Then, after adelay: "And, uh, Borden."
Borden grinned. "Hey, Jazz."

Jazz's magnified voice said, "Hey, Counsdor. Get your fine ass up here.”

Lucialooked over a Omar, who shrugged and got back into the SUV. "I have DVD built in," he said,
and looked at Susannah, who had leaned back with her eyes closed. "Y ou like Russall Crowe?"

"l just want to deep.”

"Concussion,” Omar said. "No deegping. Or | take you straight to the hospital.”
Susannah opened one eye. The other was swollento adlit. "You got Gladiator ?'
"A woman of taste." Omar gestured for Luciato go.

She shut the door, and heard the chunk of locks as he secured it into aminitank.



Then shefollowed Borden back upstairs.

Thistime Manny guided them by voice, releasing locks remotely. They entered on adifferent floor, into
living quarters. Pansy waslying on the luxurious suede sofain the middle of theloft, watching a
big-screen plasmatdevison. Shehad aDVD on aswell, and Lucia experienced amoment of envy.
Pansy looked rosy, clean and relaxed, and was wearing afluffy whiterobe. If only | could do the

Pansy scrambled to her feet and brushed her dark bangs out of her eyes when Borden and Lucia passed,
asif they'd caught her doing something illega or unmordl...like resting. Luciacouldn't hold back asmile.
"Asyou were, soldier,” shesaid. "Believeme, if | could, I'd pull up a couch next to you, robe and all.
Andwed shareagdlon of ice cream.”

"Youfeding dl right?" Pansy asked anxioudy.
"I'mfine. Manny saysyourewdl...?'

"No symptoms.” Pansy's pageboy hairdo bobbed vigoroudy when she nodded. "Um—shouldn't you be
resing?'

"I will be," she said, "as soon aswe take care of somethings.”
"Uh-huh." Pansy didn't sound convinced. "What can | do?"

"You," Manny said, coming around alow cubiclewall that L ucia assumed separated off the survelllance
equipment, "can St down and relax. Right, Lucia?"

"Right." Shethrew them both aquick smile. "Thiswon't takelong." She knew Jazz was going to say, in
typica fashion, "Screw it," and toss the messagein the shredder.

Only, of course, Jazz surprised her. First, she was dressed, and well dressed—no badly fitting jeans and
floppy sweatshirtstoday. Sheld chosen another pantsuit, this onein dark red, and atight-fitting white knit
shirt. Cute. The shoeswere till more or less adisaster; Jazz was never going to give up her flats when
there was any chance of having to pursue abad guy. Then again, she had enough height to pull it off.

"Going somewhere?' Borden asked, and crossed to kiss her. It was an open, intimate kiss, and brought
instant bright color to Jazz's cheeks. " Or just dressing up for Manny? Should | be jed ous?

"Shut the hell up.”

Manny'sliving space held a series of temporary partitionsin the open warehouse—some low tranducent
walls, some higher and more private. Lucialet her eyesroam over the entire floor, hunting for something
sheld never noticed before—ah, thereit was, adoor set flush in the wall, with one of those red-lit key
code panels. There was another door to his office, from this floor. She'd been wondering. But it made
sensg, redly; Manny would want multiple access points, al under his control.

Despite the dmost Japanese smplicity of the place, Manny's build-outs, where they existed, were
luxurious. The kitchen where Jazz sat could have been lifted from amodd home, with wood cabinets and
glossy appliances, double sted sinks, and a spacious bar area with high-backed stoals.

Jazz was at the bar, Borden close beside her. Lucia hopped up on astool next to her. "Are wefinished
with thelovetak?' she asked. "If s0, there'swork to be done."

Jazz rolled her eyes and gestured for the red letter, which Borden handed to her. Sheread it quickly.



"Wesureit'sgenuine?'
"He says s0." Luciademongrated the new UV toy.

"Who's downstairs?" Jazz tucked astray lock of blond hair behind her ear, and read the note again. “In
the truck?'

"Omar and anew client."

"Thewife"

"Wes"

"No sgn of the husband?'

"Omar log him."

Jazz glanced up at Manny. "Better have. Y ou wouldn't believe how he getsif he thinks—"

"Omar logt him," Luciasaid firmly. "I'm going to find a place to stash her, and put Omar on bodyguard
duty until we can get her in touch with the FBI. She claims she's got incriminating information about her
husband, but she doesn't want to deal with the local cops. Not even Welton Brown could convince her.
Theway shetaks, it's probably organized crime. | expect Agent Rawlinswill do us another favor, so
long asit aso looks good on hisresume.”

Jazz snorted. "That's Rawlins, al over. Okay, so thisthing. Another typica piece of Cross Society
bullshit. Go here, wait here, blah blah. You'll know what to do? What the hell doesthat mean?"

"l hope it doesn't involve shooting someone. Again.”

"Prosand cons," Jazz said, and tapped the black marble counter with blunt fingernails. "Pro, we make a
quick five grand for doing whatever thisis, and more than likely, it doesn't even involve uslifting afinger.
Mogt of these don't, right? We just change events by being there on time.

We force other people to make different choices. Like a couple of boulders dumped into a stream.”
Luciablinked. "Y ou understand this better than | do."

"Yeah, I'm frickin' deep that way. Any other prosyou can think of ? Besides money?'

"It's possible that what we do could help someone. Maybe save alife”

"Or not. | got over the whole ideathat we're working for the good guys when they sent me to wait
outside while awoman got murdered, just so | could write down an gpartment number and testify about
it later.”

Luciashrugged. "l saidit'spossible.”
"I'll put that one in the'maybe’ column. Okay, cons. | don't trust these jerks anymore.”
Borden cleared histhroat. "Standing right here, Jazz."

She reached up without looking and put her hand on the lapdl of his coat. Her fingers curled, touching his
shirt beneath, unconscioudy seeking skin. "Not you," she said. "And we talked about that.”

That must have been an interesting conversation, to say the least



"Therés something ese," Luciasaid. "Neither of uswants guilt on our head when people die because we
didn't act."

"That's exactly what they want us to think—that it's somehow our fault. But it isn't, L. And it isn't our
respongi bility, either. We're not superheroes. Well, I'm not, anyway. | don't know what the hell you doin
your sparetime. Me, | bowl. | don't want to save theworld. | just want to work my cases and save my
friends and family and people who cometo mefor help.”

Jazz paused and looked down. A cat was prowling around the legs of her bar stool, weaving in and out,
purring. Mooch, Luciarecaled. Jazz's cat. Evidently, Manny didn't run ano-pets dorm. Jazz |eaned
down and dragged her fingers down Mooch's silky-smooth back; he arched into her touch, purring
harder, and flicked hishigh-held tail as he waked away.

"He scemstolikeit herg" Luciasad.

"He'sacat. What does he know?' But Jazz was smiling. " Sorry. Guess | mountaineered up to the
sogpbox again.”" Lucia hadn't been confused. She understood very well that this was Jazz venting her
frugtrations, not Jazz explaining adecision.

"l understand perfectly what you'refeding,” Luciasaid. "But our choice at the moment issmple. We
have ared envelope, and it's from the Cross Society. What do you want to do?"

Jazz 9ghed. "L et me get my gun.”

She dlid off the bar stool and walked to another temporary structure, this one an actua room with four
walls and a ceiling, about fifteen feet away across the concrete floor. Her bedroom. Borden followed her.
She looked back at him as she opened the door. "Y ou going to help me get my gun?' she asked.

Borden said, "No, I'm going to help you put on your body armor."”
"Oh. Okay."
The door shut.

Luciapoured herself acup of coffee, smiled and waited.

Chapter Nine

In the end, they agreed that Jazz and Borden would take his car and head to the location; there were ill
two hours until the time listed on the Cross Society note, and that was plenty for Luciato get Susannah
Davis settled someplace safe. Someplace not on Manny's property; he again made thet clear, in case
Luciahad missed any of thefirst volley of refusds.

The smplest way to hide Susannah was to do so in plain sSght. Luciamade use of Omar's credit cardsto
book atwo-room suite at the Raphael Hotel for aweek, with the private, if mideading, understanding
that the booking was for amovie star recovering from plastic surgery. The star's persond assstant, Mr.
Smith, would handle al room service and cleaning requests. No one would be allowed to enter the suite.

The concierge took on ahushed, serious air when he was given the news, and opened a secured
entrance on the side of the hotdl. Susannah—swathed in asilk scarf and huge sunglasses from aminimart,
and one of Omar's jackets— was escorted ingde quickly and silently.



Luciawaited inthe SUV. Her cdl phone, which doubled as awakie-takie, findly bleeped, and Omar's
voice said, "Werein. Nice room, by theway. And complimentary champagne. | presume I'm being
reimbursed for this"

She hoped that Susannah was good on her promiseto pay. "Yes, of course. Keep her away from the
windows."

"Y ou want meto call adoctor friend to come take alook at her?
"Be careful about it if you do. Y ou good to go?'
"Let'ssee—quns, bullets, Kevlar, fruit basket. Weredl sat."

"Watch your back. | don't like her husband, and | barely met the guy. I'll set up an interview with the FBI
for tomorrow. Maybe we can get this over with quickly and makeit their problem instead of ours.”

One chalenge down. She swallowed asip of water, felt it burn at the back of her throat, and
remembered what Manny had said about her fever. She checked her watch. Still about an hour and a
haf to go. Might aswell get checked out while she could, before... before whatever might happen.

She pulled the SUV into traffic and headed for the hospital. She asked for Dr. Kirkland, and was
immediately bumped to the top of the waiting list, which told her something about how worried they
were. She ended up exactly where she'd been afew hoursbefore, in astark E.R. examining room,
wearing aflimsy cotton gown, getting stuck with needles. The fever, Kirkland said, was aworry, but they
were gill waiting for the cultures to be completed, and she was dready on doxycycline to combat any
infection.

"Reg," hetold her. ™Y ou undergtand that'swhat will kill thisthing, if itisathing, right?’

"Yes" Shedid understand. And just as soon as she took care of whatever waited at the corner of
Pardld and Tenth Street, she'd comply.

Luciapulled into the parking lot at the corner of Parallel and Tenth with fifteen minutes to spare, and saw
Jazz and Borden parked in the shadow of abig industria building. Backed into a space. Watching as
much of the street as possible.

Lucia paid the parking attendant, walked over and did into the back seat of Borden'srenta car. It was
clean, except for his briefcase and awell-thumbed Grisham novel. "So," she said, and did on her
sunglassesto cut the afternoon glare. "'Y ou kids been behaving yourselves?”

"Not especidly,” Borden said. "Thisiswhat you guysdo all day? It'sboring.”

"I'm sureit lacks the pulse-pounding excitement of legd briefs" Luciasaid solemnly. "Thisiswhat we do
al day. Sitin parking lots and wait for acrime to happen, so that we can investigateit. Oddly, our
business modd doesn't seem to be working out so well."

The clock on his dashboard said 5:08 p.m. Jazz handed her aseded bottle of water, ice-cold; Lucia
uncapped it and took a deep drink. Shewas terribly thirsty today. Fever, she supposed. The naproxen
had taken care of the muscle aches, but the fever seemed persistent. She checked the time and downed
another horsepill.

"Did you get her settled in?' Jazz asked.

"Yes, she's at the Raphad. Omar's on watch. I'll contact Rawlins later and set up ameeting for



tomorrow. With any luck, we can get paid and get some gratitude from the locd field office.”
"Nice." Jazz dtretched.
"Don't welook suspicious, the three of usjust sitting here in the car?* Borden asked.

"Wed look alot more suspiciousif weweredl three making out in the car,” Jazz said. "What?' she
added, when Borden turned and gave her awide-eyed |ook.

"Y ou have no ideawhat kind of happy place you just took meto.”
"Shut up.”
[twas5:11 p.m.

"Actudly,” Luciasaid absently, "you'd be amazed at what you can get away with doinginacar inthe
middle of the day. People just don't look. Even when they're parking next to you.

Borden turned to Stare at her. Jazz was too much of aprofessional to do so, but Lucia could fed her grin.
"I'dtell you dl about it," shesaid, "but then I'd haveto kill you. National security.”
"God, | lovemy job," he said, and turned back to face the street.

Lucia, a the moment, didn't. She didn't like the fact that there were so many low rooftops offering firing
positions. Shedidn't like the constant flow of traffic on the street in front of them. Work had just let out,
and thelot wasfull of people on their way home.

Not an optimal Stuation. She could fed Jazz'stension, and knew shefelt the same.
Fivefifteen.

"Heads up," Jazz muttered.

Fivesixteen.

Nothing.

"Comeon, comeon..." Jazz was chanting it under her breath, probably subconscioudy. Luciakept
slent, but she was aware of her increased heart rate, of the sweat trickling down her neck and between
her shoulder blades. For al of their banter, this was serious business, and they both knew it. "What the
hell are welooking for? Come on, give ussomething..."

And then, Borden spotted it. "Um, maybe I'm wrong, but isn't that guy getting a shotgun out of histrunk?"

The onein question was asmadl, thin man dressed in awhite short-deeved shirt, khaki pants, loafers.
Business casua. Cell phone clipped to hisbet. Thinning brown hair. Gold-rimmed glasses.

A Winchester Modd 1300 Black Shadow: Lucias mind automaticaly cataloged it. Five shells, if he had
onein the chamber, and she had to assume he did. He was getting it out of the trunk casudly, asif he
were taking out hislunch bag.

"Go," she said, and tapped Jazz on the shoulder. "Take the back."

"Front."



"Back, Jozz."

Before she could argue about it, Lucia dipped out and walked briskly forward in long strides, and made
asharp turnto bring her pardle with Mr. Shotgun.

He reached into the trunk and took out what looked like a heavy gym bag, black. From therattle, she
guessed it wasfilled with ammunition.

She swallowed hard and turned toward him. Her gun was out and held unobtrusively next to her sde, in
line with the seam of her pants. Sefety off.

He looked up as he dammed the trunk lid. For asplit second she saw his eyes, and they didn't match
anything else about his perfectly ordinary exterior. Those eyeswerefull of nothing. Dark holes, gravity
wellsthat consumed everything around him. The darkness ingde this man wanted to kill.

Jazz was behind him.
"Hi," Ludasad. "Going somewhere?'

He started to bring up the shotgun, and for a split second she thought, God, no, he's really going to
make it. But then Jazz kicked the bend of hislegsfrom behind, he pitched forward on the asphalt, his
mouth opening in shock, and dropped the weapon. It skidded to astop at Luciasfeet. She put afoot on
top of it as Jazz jumped on the man's back, pressed akneeinto his spine and twisted hisarms behind his
back to snap handcuffs on.

It took five seconds. Five seconds of precise, well-coordinated action. Jazz looked up, and her blue eyes
were blazing, her face glowing with excitement.

All that changed in one split second.

Luciadidn't hear the shot, only felt the hot burn aong her arm, the kinetic force rocking her to the side.
She saw the spark of abullet hitting the meta grille of acar fifteen feet beyond.

And then Jazz was moving, moving fast, and Lucias body was following suit while her mind was il
processing data. She hit the pavement and rolled into the thin cover of another car. Angles...the bullet
had come right past her, hit the grille of the car at aflat angle. Someone on the ground.

A second shooter.

All that information passed through her mind in alittle under a second as she did beneath the car and
twisted to get her gun out in front. With both hands around the grip, she scanned the Street. A few people
were starting to react to the single shot, but most had probably assumed it was a backfire, somebody
dropping something. ..

A pair of feet started waking toward the man lying handcuffed on the asphalt. There was something
about the body language, which was way too deliberate. .. predatory. He didn't seemto bein any hurry.

Luciasmelled blood. It hit her in astrange wave, that dightly acrid smell. Had somebody been hit? Jazz?
No, Jazz had been well wide of the path of the bullet...

Damn. There was blood dripping steedily from Luciasright arm, and ahot sensation starting to tingle
along her biceps. It wasn't that bad, certainly not an arteria hit. The fact that she could fedl it so soon
after the strike meant it probably wasn't anything more than a graze, and the associated shock was minor.



She had no doubt that the man prowling between the cars, moving so purposefully, was the second
shooter. What the hell was he doing? She didn't dare moveto try to get a better look. Either he knew
where she was, in which case she'd see him bend down to take the shot, or he didn't, and she'd rather
keep it that way. He stopped circling and advanced to the handcuffed man, who turned over on hisside,

panting, Saring up...

And his head jerked asthe bullet smashed through his forehead and exited behind, into the asphdt, with a
good portion of hisbrain, and most certainly hislife.

And then the shooter's knees bent smoothly, she saw his bodly tilt Sdeways, and he was|ooking right at
her, hisfinger tightening onthetrigger...

Shefired, but she knew even as she did so, even as her weakened right arm trembled and threw the shot
wide, that she'd missed, and she was a dead woman.

Someone hit his blind side, coming over the hood of a car, and she could have been forgiven for naturaly
assuming that it was Jazz. Because it would be Jazz, wouldn't it?

Only the legs were too long, the body too angular, and in the second heartbeat she redlized it was
Borden, unarmed, who'd jumped the shooter.

Borden wasn't afighter. Oh, Christ, no...

She could amost sense Jazz moving. Lucia shoved with her toes and did out from under cover, rolled on
her sde, and saw the shooter throwing Borden to the ground, turning to am hisgun at him at point-blank
range—

And Jazz fired. Two fast shotsto the chest, dead center. Blood misted the air for asecond longer than it
took him to collgpse to hisknees, and Lucia squirmed out the rest of the way and kicked his handgun
addeashefdl.

Borden was slent, panting. He was lying on the ground on his back, looking stunned and pale, and there
was blood spattered in small dots on his skin and shirt. She silently offered him ahand—her left—and
pulled him up to hisfeet.

Thistime, nobody had mistaken the gunfire for backfires, people were running, screaming and diding
911. But where Luciaand Jazz and Borden were standing, staring down at the bodies of two completely
nondescript gunmen, without a clue in the world asto what they'd been doing here, now, it seemed eerily
glent.

Jazz moved to Borden's side and embraced him, hard and fast, her face pale and her breath racing. He
couldn't seem to take his eyesfrom the dead man at hisfeet. Eventualy, she let go, stepped back and
tried for abitter smile. "This" shesad, "isacluster f—"

"Dont say it," Luciainterrupted wegrily.
"Wel, itis"

Luciasghed and holstered her gun, or tried to; her right arm didn't seem willing to cooperate at the
moment. Jazz looked up and spotted the blood, and her face blanched. "Oh Chrig, L., you're hit."

"Grazed," she said. "Not even bleeding much. Don't worry about it." Sirensin the distance. They were
going to have considerable explaining to do. "Maybe we should work on a system by which the Cross
Society tellsusafew more detalls,” she said. She fdt unnaturaly calm right now, but knew it would pass.



"What do you think?'

Borden looked sick. Sick and scared and anxious, and he gazed from one of them to the other with so
much emoation that it seemed to make up for the lack of it in the two of them.

"l didn't know," hesaid. "l didn't know. They didn't..."

"Tdl you?' Jazz finished dryly. "No, redly? Wake up, James, they don't tell anybody anything. Not even
you."

Luciatook the gun from her right hand and awkwardly holstered it. "L et's get our Sories straight.”
"Y ou think anyone's going to believe us?'
"Wadll, at least we have alawyer present.”

Somewhat surprisingly, nobody in the police department seemed inclined to blame them for the shootouit.
Then again, Lucia noted, Detective Ken Stewart was nowhere to be seen, either. She nursed her soft
drink carefully, after downing another aspirin to bring down her again-spiking fever, and wondered what
Dr. Kirkland would think of her rest schedule. He wouldn't gpprove, sheimagined.

She, Jazz and Borden were alone in amore upscale interrogation room....one not designed to resemble
those on televison. Thisroom came equipped with ardatively comfortable sofain dull green, atelevision
st slently playing CNN, awater cooler, and reinforced safety glass windows and doors. Thered be
surveillance, but it would be subtle.

Paramedics had touched up her arm; the passing bullet had ripped afurrow through about a quarter inch
of flesh and abit of muscle. Now that the adrendine had | eft, taking its soothing blanket away, Luciafdt
cold and exhausted, and she wanted, badly, to deep.

Jazz poked Borden in the ribs. They were sitting on the couch, but she got his attention and they both
moved. Borden wandered over to get acup of water. Jazz gazed down at Lucia. "Come hereand lie
down," shesaid. Luciawas sitting upright in one of the wooden chairs. "On the couch, L. Now."

llllm_ll

"Swear to God, if you say you're fine one moretime, I'm going to beat you with acopy of Martyrdom
for Dummies."

Luciamutely went over and sat on the couch, glared at Jazz for asecond and then let hersaf go
horizontal with a shameful rush of relief. Borden pulled up another chair, and he and Jazz sat; Borden
worked on a palmtop computer and Jazz steadfastly stared at the television screen, watching the news
scroll.

Luciawas dmost adeep when Jazz announced, " Potential mass murder in Kansas City foiled by private
citizens, police say."

"Wha?'

"It'son CNN." Jazz |ooked around for aremote control, didn't see one, and got up to change the
channdl. It didn't change. Only one station. "Greet. Sons of bitches haveit locked down.”

"That's so we don't have people surfing the porn channels,” said anew voice. "The cops, | mean. We did
that after you left the department, Jazz. Hey, | brought in afriend-thet al right?!



Luciaopened her eyes and saw that abig, gray-haired plainclothes detective had entered the room. Ben
McCarthy wasright behind him. McCarthy crossed the room, trailed hisfingers over Jazz's shoulder and
exchanged aquick look with her, and then crouched down next to the couch as L ucia struggled to Sit up.
"No," he murmured, and those fingers moved lightly over the thick bandages wrapping her arm, then up
to skim over her hair. "Stay down, okay? Nothing to get up for right now."

"Lew," Jazz said, and stood to shake his hand. "Good to seeyou, Sir."
"How you been, Jazz?'

"Good, sr. Red good." Jazz looked like abashful schoolgirl meeting the principa. "Lieutenant Prince, this
isLuciaGarza, my partner. We own—"

"I know al about your new business," he said. "Ben's been kegping me up to date. Y ou saw the bit on
CNN—it's playing on the local channels, too. Those men you took down, they |eft notes. They were on
their way to the building across the street to take out their coworkers when you stopped them.
Apparently, they figured it would be easier around quitting time—Ilots of confusion with people coming
and going. Their firm works until Sx." He gave Luciaalong look, then Jazz. "\We're saying you two were
there investigating a separate matter. Now, understand, with you mixed up in a couple of other eventsthe
last few months, some people have got their nosesin the air. So you need to go low-profile awhile, got
it?'

"Yes, gr."

"Detectivestook your statements?’

"Yes, gr."

“Confiscated your weapons?"

"Just the one used in the shooting," Jazz said. "1've got another one. Registered.”

He nodded. "Good girl. You're freeto go. I'd avoid the mediaif | were you. They're chumming the
waters. It's bound to get worse. Y our offices are shut down?"

"Yan

"Hope you've both got unlisted numbers. Y ou're freeto leave, all of you. Take the back way out of here,
and if you want my advice, consider afew days off. We have any questions, we know whereto find
you."

McCarthy hadn't moved. He was still crouched next to Lucia, one hand resting lightly on the arm of the
sofa. He wasn't watching her, but she could somehow fedl his attention focused her way. "Thanks,
Lieutenant,” hesaid.

The older man nodded briskly. "1t's Captain now, actualy. Keep your ass out of the wringer, Ben. Plenty
of people gunning for you out there. Ken Stewart's one of them.”

"l know, Captain.”

"Then dl of you, get the hell out of my house. | have to go give a stlatement on the front steps, that should
giveyou timeto go out the back."

Heturned and walked away, a big man, physicaly imposing, with aheavily jowled face and lugubrious



eyes. Thekind of old-school cop who showed up al too rarely these days.
Lucialet Ben help steady her. The world dipped and swirled alittle.

"L et metake you home" he said.

She amiled faintly. "I was hoping you'd ask, actualy."

No mediawaited at McCarthy's ear, or lurked under the bumpers of Borden'srenta vehicle. Apparently,
they were dl out front, listening to Captain Prince give his statement. Ben guided L uciato the passenger
sde of hiscar before she had time to contemplate what she was getting into.

Either the car or the Stuation.

When he entered the driver's sde and dammed the door, she turned her head toward him and said, "Y ou
driveaThunderbird?'

"Yeah, why?' He started it up, and the engine sounded remarkably smooth for something that had been
stting in storage for acouple of years.

"It'sjust...such acop car.”
"And I'm such acop.”

There was something to be said for that, she supposed, but she'd have guessed that he'd drive something
more upscale. Imported. A BMW, aLexus, even aVolvo. A boxy Thunderbird well past its prime style
erawasn't quite what she'd expected.

It was, however, asmooth ride, and she found herself leaning againgt the window, eyes shut. Fading.
McCarthy's warm hand touched her cheek, and she roused enough to say, "I'm okay."

"Y eah, sureyou are. Did you hear from Manny yet?
“No."

Heflipped open his cdll phone—how had he gotten one so quickly? Or was it one of those disposable
kinds?—and didled. "Manny," he said, as he took the turn onto her street. She blinked and looked up at
the streetlights. Everything seemed surred in the harsh light. "Pick up, man, it'sBen.”

After afew seconds, he glanced at her, shook his head and hung up. "He's there, he'sjust focused on
something € se. With you and Jazz gone, hey, maybe he and Pansy—"

"Let'sleave that thought right there, shall we?" She closed her eyes again, then opened them ashe
approached the parking garage. "'Y ou need akey card.” She dug in her purse and found it. Ben fed it into
the dot and the metd gate rolled up to allow the big T-bird entry.

The parking elevators delivered them to the lobby. The lobby procedures seemed endless, from the
checking of Ben'sID to the walk back to the upstairs banks of doors. Lucias kneeswere ready to fold.
Sherefused to let him seeit.

They rode the devator in silence, watching numbers light up, and as the fourth one took on afrosted
white glow, McCarthy turned toward her, backed her up against the wall of the elevator and kissed her.

She was s0 surprised that for a second she didn't react, too overwhelmed by the sudden heat against her
skin. Stunned by the damp, urgent pressure of his soft lips diding on hers.



And then there was ared-hot flash of lightning through her body, a surge of something so prima that she
couldn't nameit, didn't think it had a name, and she made a sound that wasn't a protest and wasn't
agreement and wasn't in the least part of the controlled, cultured exterior sheld created for herself...

... and before she could reach up and grab him, McCarthy was gone. He'd backed off, al the way
acrossthe eevator, hands behind him like a guilty schoolboy. Looking shocked.

She didn't say anything. Her lips parted, damp and tingling; her heart pounded deep and fat, likea Taiko
drum. He hadn't disarranged her clothes, but they felt undone— odd, too tight and too warm.

McCarthy didn't say anything either. Helooked like a man on the thin edge of control.

The eevator announced arrival, and she fdlt the upward movement glide to agraceful hat. The doors
rumbled open.

Neither of them moved.

Are you coming? seemed like a double-edged entendre, at best. She took in adeep breath, saw him
look at the swell of her breasts as she did, and said, ™Y ou should probably go.”

He swallowed. She found herself wondering what the skin of histhroat tasted like, what sound he would
make if she scraped her teeth and tongue lightly over that bobbing Adam's gpple. "Y ou're sure?' he
asked. His voice was rough-edged and deep, like uncut velvet.
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She didn't dare invite him to the gpartment. God only knew what would happen if he walked in the door
just now. It'sthe fever. I'mill. I'minjured. Thiswouldn't happen if | weren't already impaired.

Maybe that was what he'd come for. Wild, unrestrained sex, and she'd been half a second from doing it
inthe devator, and God, it wasinsane how much she would have liked for it to have happened.

McCarthy smiled dightly, asif he knew what she was thinking—and maybe he did, maybe she wasredly
that transparent—and did his hand insde hisjacket. It regppeared holding ared envelope.

"You have to be kidding me," shesaid. "Two in one day? Are they insane?'

"It could be argued.” He held it out to her. When she didn't take it, he gave it an impatient little shake,
then sighed. "L ook, take the damn thing, shred it, useit for acoagter...| don't want it anywhere near me,
believeme.”

She stepped forward, took it and stayed where she was. Close. Close enough to see the hunger in his
eyeswhen they met hers. Hewas crazy with it; she could fedl it coming off of him in waves, and shed be
insaneto—

"Comewithme" shesaid, aware that it was most likely that mistake Eidolon had been jeering about in
thefirst place, the one she couldn't help but make because she smply needed it as much as Ben did.

She stepped off the elevator and walked afew steps away before she heard hisfootfals behind her. "I'm
just making sure you get in bed," he said, and then, a best later, "To rest. | meant, to rest.”

"Of course" she murmured. Her whole body was on fire, jittering with tension, pulling itsaf apart with
need and denia and caution and wild, ungovernable desire. She couldn't keep agrip on her keys. They
fell to the floor, and M cCarthy was there ahead of her, reaching down to scoop them up, one hand on



her arm to Steady her. Even through her clothes, she could fed the dightest nuances of histouch, the firm
way hisfingertips pressed, the heat of his palm.

Shelooked at him. He stared straight ahead, his face gone blank again. She couldn't see what he was
feding or thinking, but he didn't et go of her arm. It wasn't apossessive grip, just alight touch. Caring.
Digtant, amog.

"Ben?' sheasked in alow voice. They were at her door. He did the keysinto thefirst lock and turned it,
then the second. He pulled them out and handed them back to her, and looked straight into her eyes.

"Y ou can get thedarm?"' he asked.
"Of course. But—"
"Promise meyou're going to bed. Promise me."

She reached out, grabbed him by the lapdl of hisjacket and dragged him one step forward, and then he
was kissing her. It was along, feverish dream of akiss, and she was against the halway wall, his body
pressed tight against her, his hands doing things inappropriate in a public space, and she didn't care,
didn't care...

He pulled back from her with a gasp, and those blue eyes were wild and even more alarmed than they'd
beeninthe devator.

"Comeinsde" she said, and opened the door.

Hedidn't follow her. She could see how much he wanted to, needed to, but he put one hand on the
wood of the doorway and braced himsdlf, asif there was someinvisible force pulling him toward her. He
shook his head. "Get the darm,” he told her in ahoarse, low voice. "Go to bed, Lucia. Please.”

Hereached in, grasped the doorknob and pulled the door shut with aquiet snick.

Shefdtit likeaphysica shock, and ahedthy component of disbelief camewithit. He turned me down?
Twice? LuciaGarzahad never in her life been turned down by aman sheredlly wanted, not once. Not
even the onewho'd later turned out to be latently gay.

That bothered her agreat dedl.

She muttered imprecations in Spanish under her breath, and heard the accel erated beeping of the darm.
In thirty secondsit would sound, and for al she knew, the National Guard would be mobilized. She
punched in the code with vicious precision, went to the door and stepped out into the hall.

The devator doors were closing, and he was gone.

Samming the door helped. So did violently kicking off her shoes. Shefdt hot and giddy, and terribly
sore, and anger only intengfied the feding of disconnection. She tossed the red envelope—yes, it was
negtly |ettered with her name—onto the kitchen counter and went around to pour hersalf adrink.

She paused with the bottle of wine over the fine belled glass, and remembered McCarthy's hand on hers,
holding her back from the beer. Antibiotics.

Jazz would have cursed and thrown a glass across the room and probably gotten drunk out of spite.

Luciaput the cork back in the bottle, replaced it in its holder, and was extraordinarily careful with the
glass, just to be sure she didn't give in to her temper. Then she poured hersdf alarge sparkling water,



and took along, hot bath. Careful not to get the bandage wet.

When she came out, dressed in athick, white, fluffy robe with her small .38 in the pocket, she settled on
the couch, sSpping water, stealing glances at the red envel ope.

Some days she believed. Some she didn't. Today, having been at the right place at the right time to save
uncounted numbers of lives, shewasjust angry a the entireworld for having the gall to do thisto her.
Haven't | been through enough? She had. Beyond any question.

She put the water aside, walked to the counter and dug the UV light that Borden had given her out of
her purse. There, on the face of the envelope, was Milo Laskinss bold, flowing signature.

She tore open the envel ope to dide the thin sheet of paper out. No powder init, but that didn't mean it
wasn't deadly initsown way.

It read, THANK Y OU.
That wasall.
Sheranthe UV flashlight over the note.

The signature wasn't Laskinss. It was adifferent name, spiky and difficult to read, drivenin
straight-up-and-down strokes of the pen.

When shefinaly madeit out, shefdt achill bolt down her spine.

Max Simms, psychic and serid killer, had sent her apersona thank-you note.

Chapter Ten

She fell adeep on the couch and woke up to a conviction that there was somebody in her apartment.

And she didn't move. Wait, shetold hersdf. Listen. She heard the steady, near-silent tick of the silver
clock on the table, the whisper of the air conditioner, indistinct ghosts of noises from outside the
windows....

And there, the scuff of shoes on carpet. The creak of leather as someone shifted weight.

She opened her eyes and stared hard at the window in front of her, focusing on reflections. Something
dark moving behind the couch.

Luciadidthe .38 out of her robe pocket with adow, gentle pull, trying to make it look like the natural
movement of adeeper. He hadn't come closer yet, but she couldn't let him seethe gun. If he shot firdt...

She made her decision and rolled off the couch, gun held flat, aiming up at an angle where she knew his
head would be. Her injured arm screamed in pain, and she flinched, nearly dropped the gun.

Nearly.
"Easy, my lovely. I'm not armed.”

A mae voice, low and faintly accented. Eastern European. She recognized it asplit second before the



moonlight revedled apaeface, thick dark hair, a goatee and mustache. Gregory Vaentin Ivanovich.
Madre de Dios...

Thelast time sheld seen Gregory had been outside arundown, abandoned factory near Prague, and held
been shooting over her head to make her escape ook good. Sheld been barely alive, barely
together...and some of that had been his doing, too. She couldn't forget the cold purpose when held told
her to run for her life Or held have no choice but to make his shots count.

"Gregory," she said, and tried to dow down the panicked hammering of her heart. "If you start off with a
lie, that just continuesthe same old cycle of disappointment between us." Her voice shook only alittle.

He smiled and leaned on the back of the couch. His hands were empty. Gregory had dways favored
black, and he was drowning in it today—a black knit shirt under ablack leather jacket, black dacks. The
only hint of color to him was his hazdl eyes, and athin red scar dong one high cheekbone.

She remembered the scar. She remembered giving it to him, awild and lucky swing with a piece of
broken glassin the dark. And he'd looked down at her, chambered around in his Glock, and said,
"Dorogaya, you must gtill havefight left in you, if you can do that. Good. Y ou will needit.”

He smiled at her now, and she remembered that, too.

"Very well," he acknowledged. "I am armed. But, my lovely, we're both dways armed. 1t's understood.
It would beimpoliteto assume anything e

"Wouldn't want that." Was she having somekind of fever dream? It would make sense. Half of her worst
nightmares featured glimpses of Gregory Vaentin Ivanovich. The trouble was, so did haf of her other
dreams. It was...complicated, yes. Very complicated.

His eyes shifted and focused on her right arm. He couldn't have seen the bandage through the robe, but
he would have seen the flinch, and the weakness. "Are you injured?’

"Grazed."

"Ah. Yes, | followed the afternoon's heroics. Very sirring.” He shrugged. "Very supid.”

"Thanks. So would you care to explain how you cometo bein my gpartment without an invitation?'
"Would you careto get off the floor while we discussit?' he asked, raising those thick eyebrows.

No point in keeping the gun on him; Gregory would do as Gregory pleased, consequences be damned.
She nodded and stood up, cinching her robe tight again and dropping the gun back in her pocket. "I'm
assuming thisisn't asocid cdl," shesaid. "Since socid calsdon't usualy require bresking into a person's
goartment in the middle of the night."

"Y es. High-security apartment, very nice. | approve. | have onelikeit in Chicago, you know, only mine
has a better view." No point in asking how he'd defeated that security either; held just smile and ignore
the question. He'd defeated it the same way she would have, by smple and logica steps, and aterrifying
amount of innate ability. Sheld haveto go over it later, trace back his modes of entry, see how held
bypassed the systems...

"Dorogaya? Are you with me?"

Shefdt ahot burn of embarrassment that he'd seen the lgpse. Damn. It wouldn't do to show him
weakness. "Get to the point.”



He pushed away from the couch, crossed his arms and walked to the wing chair nearest the windows.
He sttled in, legs apart, watching her. He nodded to the couch. She sat, knees together, hand till inthe
pocket of her robe. Just in case.

"Y ou know, of course, who | work for?" he asked.
"That depends.”
"What day of theweek it is, and your mood.”

Helaughed. A good, warm chuckle. His eyes never wavered, and the wolf in them remained unamused.
"My dear Lushenka, | cannot believe they let you quit the business. What an asset you were. So amusing.
But yes, you areright, of course, | have been known to be...lessthan consistent, snce Mother Russia
turned me out as awhore. To answer your question, today | work for the Cross Society."

"Lovey. Were coworkers. What do you want?'
He tapped afinger on the curling edge of hissmile. "Thereisaneed for secrecy.”
"Meaning what, exactly?Y ou know something | don't?"

"I know many thingsyou dont, zolotaya. Many, many things. For instance, | know that you will get
another red envelope tomorrow.”

She said nothing to that. He might very well know it to be true.

"I dso know that tomorrow, the Cross Society has arranged that someone close to you will die. Possibly
you do not care that your new friend—her name is Jasmine, yes?—suffers an accident, but | know you
well enough to know that you do care about your own surviva. | have seen in the past how hard you will
fight for it."

"How do you know what's going to happen tomorrow?"

He shrugged. "How does any of this become known? They tdl me. Smmstellsthem, or they caculateit
on their little machines. | don't know whichitisand | don't want to know. The processis unimportant.
What isimportant isthat their information israrely wrong."

"And they sent you to tdl methis”
Hedidn't answer.

"They didn't send you. Y ou came on your own." Shefet something curdlein the pit of her somach,
"Wha'sgoing on?"

"A very large game. A game of theworld, and men trying to contral it. Villains and heroes, but my love,
which are you? Do you know?' He shook hishead. "Y ou stop akiller here, abet akiller there. It'sno
different than the game you hated before. Don't you see?!

"We stopped a child killer not long ago. We stopped apair of potential mass murdererstoday. | wouldn't
say we're not doing good.”

"Yes, of course. There should be statues in the square in your honor. But you have no idea how small
your victories are, or how many killers the Society decides not to stop, for its own purposes. Onceyou



play God, how do you decide where to halt? Who to kill? Who to dlow to live?' He gave another shrug,
this one more heartfdt. "Thisiswhy | go where | am told, and where| am paid. It iseasier than trying to
be mord and upright.” In hisown way, Gregory lvanovich was pouring out his heart. Luciasat very ill,
listening, watching him, not quite believing the experience. His hand had, after dl, been on plenty of
triggers, held seen more than enough crudty and blind stupidity in hislife. Hed been lauded, and
betrayed, often enough to be redlistic and cynical about both.

He'd stood in the dark and hurt her for money, once upon atime. And then he'd cut her bonds and
whispered in her ear, "Run for your life," and fired over her head...

"What are you trying to tell me?' she asked. Her voice, despite her best efforts, wouldn't stay steady.

"l havetold you. Unless you take stepsto prevent it, someone close to you will be killed tomorrow. And
sooner or later, it will beyour turn. You are aLead, they tell you, and yes, there isimportance to what
you do, or do not do. But not only importance. Power. And power corrupts what it touches.”

III donlt_ll

"Y ou and your partner, Jasmine. Y ou become one of the key points on which eventsturn. And you can't
be controlled. They arelearning this. It isnot alesson they like."

The sick feding in her somach grew worse. "And if we can't be controlled..."

"Thisisabout power. Power requires control." Gregory put his handsflat on the arms of hischair and
settled down in it more comfortably. His eyesfdl haf-shut, and his smile—she remembered it.
Remembered that rare expression of gpproval.

"The Cross Society wants us dead? But the Society put Jazz and me together in thefirst placel We never
would have met if—"

"My beloved, you're not that stupid. They put you together for areason. Now they want to take you
gpart for areason. Y ou're just toolsto them. And given our similar histories, I'm surprised that you didn't
condder that from the beginning.”

Shewasslent, saring a him. Aware of alot of things, suddenly—of the fever ill burning insde of her, a
heavy fedling in her lungs, the carefully hidden trail behind the FedEx that had delivered something deedly
to her offices. It could have been Eidolon, trying to throw suspicion on the Cross Society. It could just as
eadly have been the Cross Society using adouble-blind. They hadn't sent it through Borden. Maybe
Borden was still too valuable to them. Maybe James Borden, with hisheart lost to Jazz Callender, wasn't
going to play their game anymore, especidly if it turned deadly for hisfriends.

Any of it could betrue.
Or noneof it.
"S0," she said after aquiet moment, "what do | do?'

He shrugged. "I leave that to you. But were | you, and did | care anything for your friend—which | do
not, you might note—I would be sure to stay dert during the morning hours of tomorrow. Events would

conspire, asthey say."
"Tomorrow morning. It'sthat specific.”

"l imagineit's more specific than that, my love, but that iswhat | heard. Or, more accurately, overheard.”



"So you're telling me you came here to warn me out of the kindness of your heart. For old times sake.”

Helaughed. Not a chuckle thistime, afull-throated bray of amusement. "Oh!" he gasped, when he got
some control again. "Oh, zolotaya, you never fail to amaze me. Y ou know what zolotaya means, yes?'

"Gold."

"In Russia, wedlth is endearment, and you, my zolotaya, are beyond measure. |'ve aways wondered if
you would marry me someday. Would you?'

"No."

"As| thought. | am bereft." He stood up, and she got to her feet aswell. The important thing with
Gregory, aswith al beautiful wild animas, wasto never take your eyes off him. "Will you let metdll you
onelag thing?'

"l don't see how | can stop you."

"I don't think they want you dead yet, although | think soon they will. No, I think they want you
frightened, and alone, so that you will do what they say. | don't think they understand what asilly hope
thisis"

"They don't know me," she said.
For just amoment, there was something other than the wolf in those beautiful eyes. "That isentirely their

loss," he said, and the comic-opera Russian was gone. "Take care. |'ve done as much as| can for you
without inconveniencing my own plans.”

That was as much truth as she could ever hope to expect. Sheinclined her head dightly. He bowed hisa
fraction less.

And then heleft.

She sank down on the couch, not bothering to lock the door after him—there didn't seem much
point—and thought about things one moretime.

Sometime in the middle of it, unexpectedly and without drama, her body ssmply decided that it had had
quite enough of the stress, and sent her into adeep and dreamless deep. She didn't know how long it
lasted—not long enough for morning to arrive, a any rate—and she woke to the ingistent eectronic tones

of aringing phone.
It was Manny.
The anthrax culture was positive, and Jazz was on her way over.

Luciawas dressed when Jazz arrived, and was putting her hair up in aponytail to keep it out of her face.
It was apractica habit sheld developed over the years, asort of ritua for going into battle. And she
knew it was a battle now, whether that was likely to be obvious or not. She had just put on her shoulder
holster when the bell rang.

"Noway," Jazz said flatly when Lucia opened the door. "Y ou've got to be fucking kidding. Y ou think
you're actualy going somewhere, other than to the hospital? Manny called, didn't he? Y ou were
supposed to pack a bag."

"Sit. | havethingstotdl you."



Jazz didn't, but Luciawasn't in any mood to wait for compliance. She started with the red envelope on
the counter— Simms's cregpy note of gratitude—and saw aflash of genuineirritation come over Jazz's
face. Of course. She's the one who pulled the trigger. Why would he thank me?

But when comment came, it wasn't about the details. "1 got one, t0o," Jazz said. "Courier brought it. You
wouldn't believe the full-out paranoid lockdown that went into effect when Manny saw the van drive up.”

Luciacould only imagine, and shook her head in wonder.

Jazz was il frowning at her. "L ook, that doesn't explain you being out of bed and ready to rumble,
okay? If there's any work that needsto be done, I'm doing it. Not you. Y ou're flat on your back for the
duration, getting good 1V antibiotics. Doctor's orders.”

"Not yet. I've got thingsto tell you—"
"St. Down."

Luciaput up her hands and sat. And truthfully, she hadn't dept well, or woken up that way, either. She
gtill felt hot and sore, but at least the tickle in the back of her throat had died to amemory, and her lungs
seemed clear. Surely she'd be worsg, if thiswas going to go badly.

"Jazz," she said. Her partner brushed shag-cut blond hair back from her eyes and bustled around the
kitchen, bitching about overpriced, overcomplicated appliances. Her black T-shirt wastucked in and
clung to her curves, whether Jazz recognized it or not, she had a gorgeous, € egant line to her. Broad
shoulders, curving hips, anot inconsiderable bustline. More than that, she just looked. ..strong. Strong
and—now that sheldd abandoned theill-fitting men'sflannd shirts and baggy jeans—female, without being
inthelesst feminine.

"Thisthing's broken," Jazz said mutinoudy, staring at the high-tech coffeemaker. Jazz preferred
one-button models. Luciawas reasonably certain that hers could navigate a spacecraft to Mars, if
adequately programmed.

"No, itisn't," shesaid. "It'sjust temperamentd. Jazz, | need you to listen to mefor aminute.”
Her partner paused in the act of spooning groundsinto thefilter. Y eah?!
"'Something happened last night.”

"McCarthy brought you home." Jazz snapped thefilter basket shut and punched buttons. Nothing
happened. She dapped the coffeemaker with an open pam, frowning. Luciasighed, got up and pressed
the right button. The machine began a soft chuffing. "Yeah, | know. Y ou can skip the details"

"No. No, Ben—didn't stay. He just saw me home. Something €l se happened.”
"Wha'?'
"I had an unexpected vigtor."

That drew Jazz'stota attention. "Here? | mean, | know it's not Manny's Fortress of Solitude, but it's got
ambassadoria security. Who?"

How could she explainit, exactly? "It was someone | once knew. Hisnameis Gregory Vaentin
Ivanovich—"

"I remember the name. Y ou saw it in the files about the Cross Society.”



Luciablinked. "What?'

"Thefirst day we werein Borden's office, and you jimmied thelock on hisfile drawer. Ivanovich's name
wason aligt of people employed by the Cross Society. Y ou said he was somebody you recognized.”

She barely remembered it. Jazz, it seemed, had arare gift for memory. "Gregory came to warn me that
the Cross Society meansto set us up. Set you up, | mean. Thismorning.”

Jazz took it with ashocking lack of surprise, and ashrug. "I don't doubt it,” she muttered, and cameto Sit
next to Lucia. "I'm not exactly agood little soldier. | mean, come on. Wouldn't they rather have people
who follow orders, in something this complicated? Y ou start knowing too much—"

"Y ou start questioning the right and wrong of things. Like weve dready done."

"Like Borden does, too." Jazz frowned at the coffee-maker, which didn't redly deserveit, snceit was
doingitsjob. "That's why you're strapped? Because you think our buddies at the red envel ope factory
are out to get me?
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"L., I've been assuming that from the very beginning,” she said. "Makes no differenceif one of your
oh-so-mysterious ex-boyfriends shows up to point a spotlight at it."

Luciasmiled wearily. "Theonly differenceisthat he was very precise about it being thismorning.”
"Youtrust thisguy?'

She considered that very carefully. "In certain specifics, yes. And | think he wastelling me the truth ashe
knew it."

Jazz raised her eyebrows. "Huh. That sounds not very convincing.” Shelooked toward the coffeemaker,
which had started filling the carafe. " That thing have a sensor so you can take the pot out and it won't pee
al over the burner?’

"Yan

"Figures." Jazz filled two cups and put the carafe back in place. The machine continued its puffing, hissing
work. She carried the cups over and handed Luciaone. "Listen to me, okay? | don't care what kind of
doomful signs of the gpocaypse are on the horizon. Y ou're going into the hospital and you're going to
rest. End of story. Now go take off the gun and pack your bag. Consider me forewarned. Y ou know for
damn sure I'm aways forearmed.”

Luciaeyed thetime. It was going on 9:00 am. now, and Gregory had been quite specific. Morning.
Assuming he had been truthful, and that came down to her ingtincts.

"I'll tay with you until noon,” she said. "No negotiations, chica. | meanit. I'm not letting you run around
un-chaperoned. Three hours won't make any difference. They can strap me to the bed and give me
whatever they want this afternoon.”

"Luda.."

Jazz, she saw, was close to exasperation. Luciareached across and captured her hand. Jazz's fingers
were dack with surprise.

"Y ou shot someone yesterday,” Luciasaid. "The second man in afew weeks."



Jazz's eyesflew up to meet hers. "What the hell doesthat have to do with anything?”'
"Isthat why you're mother-henning me?"

"No, dammit, I'm mother-henning you because you need it! Because you—you did the same thing for
me. Remember?'

She did. She remembered Jazz, white around the lips, barely able to move after surgery to remove a
bullet, determined to try to go about the business of her life.

She stared at Jazz for long seconds, and then said, "My lifeismy own, Jazz. Asisyours. But please, let
me do this one thing before | give up contral. All right?"

Jazz swallowed, looked away and nodded. "We keep it to aminimum, then. Far as I'm concerned, we
don't do anything that puts either one of usin danger. We can hang out here and watch TV until noon—"

The telephone rang. Jazz's eyes went dark and shadowed, and she grabbed it before Lucia could reach
forit. "Yeah," she snapped. Her body language shifted, from resistant to cautioudy open. "For me?
You'resure? Okay. I'll beright down."

She hung up and looked at Lucia, who frowned. "Down for what?"
"Ddivery. FedEx, for me."
"Let'sconsider the last FedEX | opened, shall we? Carefully.”

"It'slikethelotto. Can't winif you don't play." Jazz grabbed her jacket and swung it on to hide her
shoulder holgter. Y ou stay here. I'll beright back. No fair having ninjafightswhile I'm gone or anything."

Jazz was gone before she could protest. Lucia, resigned, went to the intercom and buzzed the security
desk. "Mr. Tarrant? My friend is on the way down. | want extra attention while she's coming and going,
al right? There could betrouble.

"Yes, maam," hesaid. "WEell keep acloseeye”

That was dl she could do to protect Jazz at the moment. She pulled out asmdl carry bag and stuffed in
swesatpants, underwear, tank tops, comfortable soft things that wouldn't bother her if—as she
anticipated—the doctors did indeed tie her down for the duration. The bathroom necessities went into
the side pockets, and after a second she put in the collapsible combat baton that Jazz had given her asa
partnership gift, and professional -strength pepper spray. Sheld have to surrender the offensive wegponry,

She heard the front door open and close, and made her way back that direction. Jazz was standing there,
frowning.

"You're not gonnalikeit." Jazz held up the FedEx envelope and removed ared envel ope with the air of
an actress about to announce an award.

"Y ouve got to be kidding me."

"Yeah, | wish | was. But | checked it out with your little light thingie." Jazz handed it over. "It'sto both of
LBll

It read, IMPERATIVE YOU GO IMMEDIATELY TO THE RAPHAEL WHEN YOU RECEIVE
THISMESSAGE. TAKE MS. GARZA.



"So much for our plan to stay put,” Jazz said. "Didn't you stash Susannah Davisthere?"
"Y es. But thereés no need for usto go. Omar's with her.”
They exchanged sllent stares, and Jazz nodded. "Cdll him."

She dided Omar's cell number. It rang to voice mail. She hung up and dialed the hotdl's main desk and
was put through to the room.

No answer.

She didn't haveto say anything. Jazz's face was grim with understanding.

"Y ou think—" Lucia began.

“I" intrying not to." Jazz looked down at the paper Luciawas till holding. "I can get Ben to go with me.”

"No. If anybody goeswith you, it'sme. | told you, Ivanovich said there was an explicit threat.” Luciagot
up, retrieved the UV light and ran it over the message. It was Signed, again, by Max Smms. " Simms sent
this, not Laskins. Y ou tell me, does he want you aive or dead?'

"Who the hell knows what that creepy guy wants? Look, you're not going. And if you're not going and
I'm not going, what are we going to do? Hide here like a couple of rabbits?' Jazz |ooked fierce, in fighting
mode. Razor-edged and glittering with menace. "I don't hide."

Therewasasgrangejoy init. And it was catching, driving back the sickness and leaving purposeiniits
place. "You'reright." Luciachecked her pursefor itsusud load of letha supplies. "Both of usgo. You
can put mein intensve care a noon."

Jazz |ooked wary. "Y ou're not going to let me stop you, are you?"
"Laughable. Would you let me stop you?”

Jazz's jaw worked, chewing words, and then she spat them out, rapid-fire. "Fine. Y ou so much asflutter
an eydlid, I'm cdling an ambulance, and you get carted out like alittle old lady who dipped in the
shower." That was Jazz'sway of expressing affection.

"I'm fine. Quit taring like you expect meto fal over and froth a the mouth. I'm not contagious, and | fed
al right. I'm not impaired." The gnawing headache hardly counted. The heavy ticklein her lungs could be
nothing more than suggestion, shetold herself. "Asl recdl, | let you go dong on our first case together
when you still had abullet wound. So please, let's not discussfitness.”

"Lucial" Jazz grabbed her by the shoulders. Luciaingtinctively brought her forearms straight up and
knocked the grip loose, which startled them both. "Damn. I'm not trying to best you down, you know."

"l know. It's been—an odd couple of days. I'm sorry."

"You're entitled.” Jazz stepped back, but she hadn't lost the frown. Her hands werefisted at her Sdes
now. "L ook, thisis serious. We could be walking into anything. | need you sharp. Y ou could walk into a
bullet the second you open the door. Y ou redlly ready for that?"

"Yes" Luciamet and held the stare. "I'm ready, Jazz. I've got your back."

Whatever Jazz saw, it seemed to satisfy her. Shereached into her black leather jacket, took out her gun
and checked the clip—an automatic reaction for her, like breathing.



Luciabent over to put on her shoe; Jazz raised an eyebrow. "That's what you're wearing? Y ou know, |
adwaysthink practical when I'm planning for somekind of fight."

L ucia nodded and reached down to zip the sides of the low boots. "These are practical. Flat heds, ankle
support and stedl toes. And yet stylish.”

"Huh. | need to take you shoe shopping.” Jazz glanced down at her Doc Martens, which looked exactly
like thework bootsthey were. Luciagave her afull smile and checked the position of her .38 inthe
holster a the smal of her back, then took out the nine millimeter resting in the shoulder holster. Jazz
mimed adesireto seeit. Luciahanded it over.

"Wow," she said, and turned it right, then left. "Ruger P95? This new?"

"Absolutdly." Luciareached out and took it from Jazz's hand, then dotted it securely in her holster. 'Y ou
know, you're amazingly easy to distract with things that can hurt people.” She donned her lesther
jacket—brown, not black; she hated to match her partner—and picked up her purse. "After you, Jazz."

"Y ou're sureyou—"

"Weve been through this" Luciamet her eyeslevelly. "1 put Omar there, and | didn't think to warn him.
Congder how that feds."

Jazz didn't blink, and for seconds, Luciathought sheld failed. She knew shewasn't likely to be ableto
take Jazz in agtraight fight—Jazz had a gift—but she'd been hoping that she wouldn't haveto try.

"Fine," Jazz abruptly said. "But one cough out of you, and you're at the hospitd. Inrestraints. And | tell
them you need a colonoscopy, too."

"Ded."

It wasinevitable, Luciaredized, that after apronouncement like that, she'd fight the urge to cough the
entireway down in the elevator.

Chapter Eleven

Jazz—through some sort of divine intervention, Lucia assumed—had persuaded Manny to loan her his
enormous black vehicle. The Hummer wasn't just agigantic SUV, of course, it was customized to
Manny's particular paranoid standards. Luciaknew it had bullet-resistant glass, and no doubt Kevlar in
the frame; shewouldn't be surprised if it featured arocket launcher somewhere in the accessory

package.

It d'so had a staggering arsend in the back. For atotaly nonviolent individua, Manny believed in
preparation more than many Boy Scouts.

Jazz drove, of course. Luciawasjust as happy to let her; she couldn't imagine piloting the thing around
without scraping off afew bumpers from the tiny-looking cars around them. It was alittle like Steering a
cruise ship through a sailboat regatta.

Luciakept busy watching the street around them, dert for any sign that Eidolon, the Cross Society or
anyone else might be intent on following or intercepting, but she didn't spot anything that tripped an darm.
Of coursg, if it was Gregory, or someone as skilled, then she probably wouldn't know until the bullets



began flying.

Jazz dowed as they passed the Raphagl's main entrance, and took the next turn. Service entrance and
non valet parking. She parked the Hummer carefully and findly asked, "Ready?"

"Of course.”
"Watch your ass"

Before Luciacould reply, Jazz was aready out the door, climbing down to the parking lot. Luciahurried
to catch up, and scanned the ot as they moved to the back dock. The door was propped open, and a
chef was smoking a cigarette outsde; hewas abig fellow in hiswhite uniform, made tdler by the
trademark hat. Jazz nodded pleasantly to him, and he nodded back. He didn't try to stop them.

The service elevators—like service eevators everywhere—were a grest deal more lived-in than the
fancy ones used by the guests, and were big enough to move grand pianos without feding cramped. Jazz
pushed the button for five, then six.

"Y ou take thefifth floor,” she sad. "Comein through the stairwell. I'll go Sraight in.”

"No," Luciasaid ingtantly, and had to think fast to come up with areason. " Susannah knows me, she's
never seen youl. It'll beless confusing if | make the direct gpproach. Right?”

"Fine." They watched numbers crawl. "How do you fed ?'
"Do you want me to manufacture a cough?'

"Heh. No."

"Then let'sjust get thisdone so | can go to the hospital.”

At thefifth floor, Jazz stepped off, heading for the stairs. Luciapulled her P95 and held it a her Side, and
edged back into the far corner of the evator asit dinged arrival.

Sherisked aquick glimpse down the halway. Clear. It was along way to the room, exposed al the way.
No hepfor it.

She left the devator and started walking, constantly scanning the closed hotel room doors. Nothing
dtirred. She heard tlevisonsfrom one, ahair dryer from another. Voices, muffled and indistinct.

The room they'd been given was in the discreetly secured section, beyond a manned concierge desk and
behind a key-carded door.

The concierge's desk was empty.

The door clicked open. Beyond, the halway was wider, and more opulently appointed, with antique hall
tablesand origind artwork on the wdls. And the lights were lower.

No sign of the concierge here, elther.
She paused at the stairwell and opened the door. Jazz stepped out. "Any trouble?' she asked.
"None. You?'

"Theresafew blood drops on the stairs. Could be anything—akid having anosebleed. Or could be



something. No way to tdll." Jazz, Lucianoticed, also had her gun out and ready. "Which one?’

Luciamutely nodded at the right door. They moved into position on either Side, communicating slently,
and Luciaknocked twice and said, "Omar? Open up.”

No response. She held up the key card. Jazz nodded, al business, and shifted her weight to be ready to
move.

The card clicked in the lock, and the door opened at atouch, swinging back with silent ease. Lucia beat
Jazz to entry by a plit second, taking the low line, unable to see much for the shadows. The curtains
were drawn.

"Lights," Jazz said, and hit the switch with her shoulder.
In the blaze, the blood |ooked very, very bright.
Omar lay on the floor, sprawled and lifeless, next to an overturned armchair.

Histhroat had been cut. Luciagasped in abreath, felt her body constrict with the shock. A wave of
unredlity swept over her.

"Focus," Jazz said softly. "Stay withme, L."

Omar was dead. The cut was deep, one dice, right to left. The standard for aright-handed killer facing
him. She wanted to reach over, press her fingersto his neck, even though she knew it wasillogical to fed
for apulse. This had been done at least a couple of hours ago. Omar'slovely dark eyes were open, and
dry. Gregory? It could have been, but even Gregory might find it in bad taste to come visiting afew
minutes before killing her friend. No, she didn't think so. Gregory wouldn't have made thismuch of a
mess.

"Luda"

She blinked and focused on Jazz's stark, pale, set face. "I'm here," she said. "Take the next room." Her
voice sounded far away, but normdl.

Jazz nodded and went into the bedroom. Lucia averted her eyes from Omar's body and scanned the
closets, the bathroom, under the furniture. She was almost convinced Susannah was gone, dead in a
ditch, when she heard a stedlthy hiss of breathing, quickly muffled.

"Susannah?' She turned and looked at the far end of the room again. Nothing there. An elegant Queen
Anne desk and chair, abig-screen plasma TV, the sweep of long maroon velvet curtains...

It couldn't be that easy. She couldn't be hiding behind the curtains. Not even kids did that anymore, did
they?

And then she spotted it. It was tough to see, and designed to be that way, no doubt. A privacy screen of
the same materid as the wallpaper, blending seamlesdy into the fabric of the wall.

Luciamoved around, giving it awide berth, and came face-to-face with Susannah Davis, huddled against
thewall, trembling. Bruised face averted.

"Got her!" she called, and reached out to touch Susannah on the shoulder.

She had just enough reflexesto jump back out of range as the knife dashed wildly a her. Don't shoot
her, some part of Lucia's mind screamed, in timeto stop her finger from tightening on thetrigger. She



danced backward, holstered the gun as she went, and executed a perfect roundhouse kick that sent the
knifeflying out of Susannah's hand to thud againgt the velvet drapes. The knife was bloody. Omar's
blood. Lucialunged forward, batted aside Susannah'sflailing hands, and wrenched one arm up behind
her back. Susannah cried out. She felt hot and damp with sweset againgt Lucias chest, and Luciawas
overcome with awave of disgust and anger that made her want to pull that arm up until it snapped.

Instead, she kicked the backs of Susannah's knees and got her down flat on her ssomach on the carpet.
"Jazz!" she yelled, and snapped handcuffs around one of Susannah's wrigts, then the other. "I've got her!”

Jazz regppeared at the door, gazed down at Susannah coolly, and said, "1 think you'd better take alook
inhere”

"Now?' "Now. Bring her."

Luciaremoved her knee from the center of Susannah's back and hauled her upright; the woman's
battered face was spattered with blood, pale where it wasn't stained or aboraded. Her eyes|ooked dim
and shocked.

The lights were on in the bedroom, and there was more blood. Not Susannah's, obvioudy; not Omar's,
who'd unquestionably died in the next room. No, thiswas...

Leonard Davis, Susannah's abusive husband. He was facedown next to the bed. Hard to tell how held
died, but Lucia bet it had been from the blade of some knife. Whatever wounds he had must bein the
front; his back |ooked untouched, except for the fact that his pants were hafway down his pae buitt.

"What happened?' she asked, and looked at Susannah, who was staring at Leonard asif he might rise
from the dead a any moment.

"I don't know how he got into the room," Jazz said, "but | can walk you through forensics. He got the
drop on Omar, probably by threatening to kill Susannah. I'm betting he had aknife a her throat.”

Shelooked at Susannah, who didn't even seem to know Jazz was talking.

"Omar migudged him, got too close—maybe he was trying to get her out of theway. Onefast dash,
sraight through both carotid arteries. From the arteria spray in there, 1'd guess Omar was standing when
he was cut. He must have gone down immediately, and was dead in about thirty seconds. Meanwhile,
Leonard dragged Susannah into the bedroom.” She indicated the scuffs on the carpet, clear drag marks
from the doorway to the bed. "Then | guess he figured held get somelast fun in before he killed her, too.”
Susannah shuddered in adeep breath. "'l let himin," she said. "Omar wasin the bathroom. | let him in by
accident. It wasn't Omar'sfault.”

They both stared at her in silence for afew seconds, and then Jazz cast a pointed look down at
Leonard's body. "He took Omar out, but not you? How's that work?'

"He put the knife down when he was unzipping his pants,” she said. "He didn't think | had the guts. |
never have before."

Luciaraised her eyebrowsin slent question to Jazz.

"Yeah," Jazz answered quietly. "That's more or lesstheway | read it. Omar died first. Thereésatrail of
blood drops from the other room into here. Hubby died with his pants unzipped. Therésavoid in the
blood spray on the bed. That's where she was, on the bed. Which confirms the story, pretty much.”



Luciaswalowed hard and resisted an urge to kick Leonard Daviss unresisting corpse.
"Better cal Weton Brown," she said to Jazz. "We're going to be here for awhile.”

"So much for our low profile." Jazz sighed. " Susannah staysin cuffs until the cops say otherwise,” she
sad. "l mean, | told you how | read it, but Brown may seeit differently. Better keep him happy. We're

aready in deep shit.”

Lucianodded, led Susannah to achair and sat her down, facing away from her husband's body. Jazz got
on her cdl phone.

It was going to be another long day, no doubt about it, and the hospital was—once again—going to have
towait.

The police took Susannah into custody for questioning, and kept Jazz and Luciain interrogation for the
better part of four hours. The only good thing about it, from Lucias point of view, wasthat the clock
safely ticked over well past noon, and the deadline, so far as Gregory had described it, had passed.

And if it had been Ben and Jazz going into that room? Jazz would have been the oneto find Susannah.
And that knife would have gone across her throat just as easily as Omar's.

Lucidseyesfdt grainy and sore, and her whole body ached. Hard to tell whether it was due to the
infection, the antibicticsfighting it, or plain, garden-variety exhaustion.

Welton Brown had not been happy to find two murdersin hislap after having pointed Susannah Davisin
their direction. That really wasn't good, since Brown was one of the few detectives with whom Jazz had
stayed on good terms. A private investigation firm needed the cooperation of local police.

But Luciawastoo sick and too tired to do any fence-mending, and when Brown dismissed them, Lucia
was only too glad to go.

"Y ou're going straight to the hospitd," Jazz said, once the police car had dropped them off in the parking
lot of the Rephadl. This, Luciathought mournfully, was one hotdl that she wouldn't get any cooperation
frominthefuture. A pity. Sheredly liked the ambience, and the sense of history.

The hospitd visit was exactly what L ucia had anticipated. She had afever—no surprise—and an
elevated white count. They gave her acourse of 1V antibiotics, which took the better part of two hours.

"I'd like to keep you here for the next few days. We need to keep an eye on that fever,” Dr. Kirkland
informed her earnestly, asthey unhooked her fromthelV.

"I'l doit myself."

"If I send you home, | want you to rest thistime, al right?'Y our partner told me you've been working.
Thisis not optional, Ms. Garza. Rest, deep and take your medications. Are we clear?'

"Crygtd." She swallowed and forced asmile. "How bad isit?’

He stared at her for along few seconds before he said, "1t could be very bad. But with rest and
medications, you can best it in about aweek. Y ou didn't have amassive exposure, and your immune
sysemisstrong.”

Jazz looked asif shewas holding back an "'l told you so" with dl her strength.

"I'll driveyou home," she said, and walked L ucia out to the parking lot. The Hummer looked gigantic,



likethe Queen Mary in a pool of paddleboats, and Lucia couldn't imagine how shewasgoing to
summon the energy to climb up into the cab.

She paused, one hand on the door, because she someone watching her.

There was aboxy blue sedan sitting afew parking spaces down the row, and someone was standing next
toit. For atired, disorienting second she thought it was Omar, and then her mind and her eyes cleared.
Ben McCarthy. He didn't move, and he didn't approach them. He'd either done some shopping or
located some of his clothesin storage; he was wearing aknee-length coat againgt the night's chilly breeze,
something in awarm amber that glowed in apassing car's headlights.

Lucianodded toward him. Jazz turned to look, and walked over to join him. Lucia checked the parking
lot. Y ou could never be sure anything was completely safe.

McCarthy was listening to Jazz recount the scene inside the hotel room when she joined them, and the
look he threw toward L uciawas unreadable. When Jazz stopped— she had a cop'sterse ddlivery,
nothing but the bare facts— he said, "Omar didn't strike me asthe kind of guy to go down without a
fight"

Luciafdt something clench hard insde. Sheld been avoiding thinking about Omar. "It had to have been
fast. Very fast."

"Son of abitch. | liked theguy." Shefdt the guilt likealead bal in her throat. She kept swallowing, but it
didn't go down. Metalic taste in her mouth. She felt sick and hot and utterly undone. " So the cops are
keeping the widow Davisfor awhile?!

"A few more hours, anyway," Jazz said. "They'll decide whether or not to charge her, depending on her
story. But my guess? This Leonard guy, he was a cold-blooded killer. Cold-blooded enough to cut
Omar'sthroat and decide to rape her afterward. Probably would have done the same for her when he
was done. Seemed to melike he had practice at that kind of thing."

McCarthy folded hisarms. He was watching Jazz, but Lucia could fed part of hisattention fixed on her,
warm as a spotlight. ™Y ou guys okay?"

"I need to make arrangements for Omar,” Luciasaid dully. " He's got family back East. | need to call—"

"Let me" Jazz said. "How many timesdo | havetotel you? Rest. Take your pillsand rest. That's your
job now. Y ou give methe numbers. | do the calls." Lucia nodded.

"Yeah," shemurmured. "l should go home."

"I'll take her," McCarthy said. With no particular emphasis, just Smple words. He and Jazz exchanged a
look, another one that L ucia couldn't read, whether it was complicated partner-language or just a
malfunction of her own normaly competent abilities—and he opened the passenger door of hiscar. "You
get home, too, Jazz."

"Been abusy couple of daysfor aguy straight out of prison,” she observed.
"Y eah, you two should talk. Y ou make Navy SEAL s ook boring.”

The upholstery of McCarthy's old car felt luxurious, soft as down to her tired body; Luciastruggled for a
whileto stay awake, but minutes disappeared, and she had no memory at dl of the drive. Just the warm
sensation of McCarthy's fingers stroking her cheek, and hisvoicein her ear saying, "Let's get you
updairs.



Her knees gave out as she was leaning againgt thewall in the eevator. McCarthy caught her without a
word and picked her up. She wasn't heavy, but she knew she wasn't that light either; she murmured a
protest, but there was something so seductive about being cradled against his body, her aams around his
neck, her head on his shoulder. He carried her the short distance to her door and let her dide back to her
fedt.

Close together. Breathing the same air.

He leaned forward and pressed hislips gently to her forehead. A kiss of peace, not passion, athough
there was that, too, in the tense set of hisbody, inthelight in hiseyes. "Get insde,” he murmured against
her skin. "Take care of yoursdf. I'll check on you tomorrow."

He gtarted to pull away. She grabbed his collar to hold him in place. "Promise me something first.
Promise me that—if something happensto me—you'll look after things. After Jazz. After—even after that
bitch who got Omar killed."

Something Susannah had said nagged at L ucia, but she wastoo tired to make the connections. Shewas
running on inginct, not thought.

"Nothing's going to happen to you.”

"Anthrax," she said flatly. " Something's already happened to me. The stuff can be deadly. | could be
Oead—"

Hisfingerstouched her lips. Light, but unmistakably ahush. "Don't say that.”
"Just promise, okay?"
"l promise”

She thought he'd kiss her. She could see he wanted to, could fed it, but he stepped back as she opened
the door, and let her goinside.

"Red," hesad. "That'swhat you need right now."

When she looked back, he was aready waking away, degant in histawny coat, hands in the pockets.
Shewanted to call him back. Wanted to deep in hisarms, stretched againgt his warmth. Wanted the
sheer animal comfort to keep the fears and the memories at bay.

Instead, she shut the door, locked it and set the intrusion alarms for instant alert.

She managed to strip off her guns before she fell on the bed and sank into adeep so deep it seemed
eternd.

She couldn't wake up. Couldn't. Shetried, because she knew she should; she felt the danger, but her
whole body was duggish and unrespongive. Inert, heavy flesh, weighing her down.

Dreams. Terrible dreams, full of twisted, screaming bodies, and blood, and friends—old friends dying.
She wanted to cry out, wanted to scream, wanted to stop this, but there was nothing she could do,
nothing but witness and grieve. Endless dark mazes and corridors and cellsand run for your life and the
shotsringing out over her heed...

Gregory Ivanovich, please, help me... I'll make it worth your while.
Fashesof light.



Smeared voices, nightmarishly dow. She didn't understand them. Wasthis the past? Was it Prague? Had
she never redlly run, her bare feet diding over cold concrete blocks and leaving footprints of sweat and
blood...oh Dios, was she till there? Werethey asking...?

Shefdt thewhite-hot burn of drugsin her veins. Slow fire, screaming through her body.
Nothing. Sleep. Dreams.

A fedling of cold on her skin. Her body being lifted, moved. More nightmares, hands on her, moving her
legsup and out. A sense of cold invasion that made her flinch and want to weep.

More drugs.

Darkness.

Chapter Twelve

Luciawoke up in the hospitd, with an 1V in her arm and an oxygen mask on her face, and for a panicked
moment she thought, I'm dying.

Didn't fed that way, though. In fact, she felt alot better. Sore and weak, but better. Her mouth was dry
as old paper. She cleared her throat and tried to Sit up.

"Whoa"

A face, looming over the bed. Jazz, looking ddlighted. Behind her was James Borden, al angles and
gmiles. His hair was creatively mussed, and his clotheslooked lived-in. So did Jazz's, but that wasn't
remarkable.

"Look who'sawake," Jazz said, and reached for her hand, and the warm pressure of her fingersfelt nice.
Fet red. "How you feding?"

Lucianodded dightly and tried to talk. No good. Her voice wasn't even ahoarse croak. She gestured
toward the pink pitcher of water on the stand next to the bed, and Borden hurried around to pour some
for her.

Water, after such along thirst, tasted like arevelation of the divine. Luciawhimpered with delight and
swallowed until the cup wasdry.

"Better?' Borden asked. Herefilled it. "Y ou've been out awhile. Couple of days." Some slent
conversation between Borden and Jazz passed over her head. "Y ou remember anything?'

"No." That wasaword. A small one, and it sounded rough, but it was arecognizable word. Progress.

"Pansy. All right?"

"Pansy'sfine," Jazz said. "Never even got asniffle or afever. Noinfection a al. No other victims
reported, either. Looks like you were the lucky one."

"What happened?’
"What do you remember?’ Jazz asked.



"Going to deep, after—after the hospitdl. Tired.”
"Nothing else? Y ou're sure?'

Luciaswallowed another ball of firethat seemed to be clinging to the back of her throat. "Dreams,
maybe. Nightmares."

"But you don't remember leaving your gpartment.”
Thefragile sense of wdll-being shattered. "1—| eft?!

Another look passed from Borden to Jazz, Jazz to Borden. Luciawas sill fuzzy, the world still indistinct,
but even so she didn't care for the way they were avoiding her questions.

"Yeah," Jazz said softly. "Y ou left. At least, that's what the security logs say. Y ou entered the code to
disable the alarm, and you just—vanished. No sign of how you got out of the gpartment.”

Thiswasn't right. Couldn't be right. She hadn't |
well enough to leave. She remembered setting the darm for instant dert and stumbling off to bed.

There was, of course, another way out of the apartment that wouldn't appear on the security logs—her
own Manny-inspired precautions—but why would she run awvay? And why wouldn't she remember it?
"Where did you find me?*

"Wedidnt," Borden said. "Y ou were missing for four days. And on thefifth day, you were found
deeping in asupposedly unoccupied room at the Raphad "

"What?"
"Yeah," Jazz said grimly. "I'm not awoo-woo girl, but I'm not ruling out dien abduction.”
That wasimpossible.

Luciadidn't remember anything from the moment sheld fallen adegp on her bed, fully clothed, to waking
up here.

Nothing. Just dreams, and those were fading fast.

"Wherewas|?' she asked. Her voice was faint and weak, and Jazz looked at Borden again, thistime for
support.

"Honest to God, L.—I wish to hell | knew. The only good thing anybody can tell usisthat you were
being treated for what was wrong with you. 1V antibiotics, just like they would have done here,
apparently. Y ou're weak now, but you're on the mend. Fever's gone, no sign of infection from the swabs
they took, and you're not even going to want to know about any of that swabbing business, believe me."
Jazz blew hair off of her forehead and grinned grimly. "Trust you to end up kidnapped by renegade
doctors."

"Renegade doctors whose heads I'm going to mount on my trophy wall."
"Yes, bwana I'll carry the eephant gun.”

Four days. Four missing days. Six, if shed been unconscious here since they'd found her. Almost aweek
of her lifegoneinto ablack hole.



"What about Susannah?' Omar, dead on the floor, hands open, throat cut. "Do the cops ill have her?!

"No. They let her go. McCarthy'swatching her," Jazz said. "' Although believe me, it's been a challenge
keeping him from being here twenty-four-seven. Look, I've been thinking. .. maybe the Cross Society
decided they owed you one. Considering that it wastheir fake red letter that got you in troublein the first
place”

Eerily possible. Gregory Ivanovich had defeated her security once. He could have done it again. And
carried me out? If hed used her emergency exit, he could have doneit?’

"I'll dedl with that later," she whispered. "What about Susannah? Y ou said they released her?!

"Forendic evidence proved out her story. Her husband's prints were on the knife, hers overlaid his. So
she picked up the knife after he did. So yeah, KCPD released her.” Jazz cleared her throat. "Problemis,
she'sdready had one attempt on her life sincethey let her go. We had to stepinagain.”

McCarthy. Omar's bloody corpse flashed in front of Luciaseyesagain. "Anyone—" McCarthy
"—hurt?'

"No, the shooter tried for asidewalk hit. McCarthy got her behind acar in time. No damage.”
"No red envelopes?'

"Evidently, saving her lifeisn't important.” The grim set of Jazz'sface told Luciawhat she thought about
that. "I chewed Laskins anew assholetrying to get Smmsto tell uswhat happened to you. No comment
from thejailhouse psychic. Hell put himsdf out for strangers, not for hisown. Bastards, al of them. I'm
sick of thisfucking circus."

Luciasmiled faintly. She could well imagine Jazz on the phone with Borden's boss, reading him theriot
act. Laskinswouldn't have been pleased. For dl she knew, Jazz might have hopped aplaneto Cdifornia,
where Smmswasjailed, to try the psychic in person.

Borden waslooking el sewhere, ddliberately taking himsalf out of the conversation. She wondered if Jazz
had consdered the ramifications of having him in the room, and then redlized that Jazz nearly dways
conddered the ramifications. That was part of the contradiction of the woman. She wasimpulsve and
rash, and she also saw consequences coming amile ahead. That didn't mean she dlowed them to dictate
her course of action.

Luciacleared her throat again. " She's ill with him? With McCarthy?"

"Y eah. He put mein charge of finding you." Jazz shrugged, eyes dlittering. "Caled him every night to tdl
him that | hadn't. And every night, he told methat 1'd better find you, or it'd be my ass”

"Youdidfindme"

Jazz nodded. "Y eah, tripped over you getting admitted to the hospital. World-class detective, | am. But
on the bright Side, guess | get to keep my ass.”

Luciadrank more water. Borden raised the pitcher inquiringly; she shook her head. "'l wish | knew
what—what happened.” Because anything could have. That was adisturbing void in her life. "When can |
get out of here?!

"When you can gnaw through the straps,” Jazz said. "'l want you here until you can kick ass and teke
names"



That, Luciathought, would take nothing more than a decent medl, awak around the building and afresh
st of clothes.

Because shewas so very, very ready to kick ass.

* * %

It took something more than an afternoon—a day and a hdf, to be exact—for the various doctorsto
present themsalves and sign off on her release. Sheld grimly demonstrated her ability to walk, eat, drink
and peein sufficient quantitiesto get everyone off her back.

Ben McCarthy didn't show. She kept expecting to turn around and see him walking through the door,
kept expecting to fed his presence behind her. Didn't happen. But then, she reminded hersdf, hewas
working. Doing her job, in fact.

That didn't stop her from fedling irrationaly annoyed about it.

She felt weak, but it was the kind of weakness that only movement and exercise would cure. She started
off by scorning the whed chair and taking the stairs, with Jazz and Borden clumping aong behind her.

"Did you bring me agun?' she asked Jazz before they hit the ground floor exit.

For answer, Jazz jumped down to the landing, reached in the insde pocket of her leather jacket and
pulled out Lucias P95 and shoulder holster. Luciaran through the checklist on the gun, raicheting the
dide, examining the clip, g ecting the bullet in the chamber and rel cading. Everything worked smooth as
slk.

"Shecleaned it for you," Borden said.

Jazz shrugged. "No big dedl.” Then she grinned and nudged him with her elbow. "Besides, nude girls
cleaning gunsturn himon.”

"More than | needed to know. From both of you." Luciaremoved her coat and put the holster on,
eitling the gun snugly againgt her ribs. While she was putting the coat on again, Jazz pushed past her to
reach the door first.

Protecting her, Luciaredized. She blinked, smiled dightly and followed.

Once again, Manny had given up hisHummer to the cause; Luciawas sarting to like the damn thing. It
certainly gave one afeding of security, riding high abovetraffic. It also presents a fine target, and it's
easy to follow.

Jazz wanted to take her straight home, but Luciawasn't having any of it. "Has Susannah said anything
about her husband's business yet?'

"Not aword. Ben's been working on it, but she doesn't seem to trust anybody. Why?'Y ou want to take
arun a her?'

"Absolutely." Mostly, she had to admit, she wanted to see McCarthy.
"And you don't think you should be, you know, resting...?"

"Apparently, I've been resting for amost aweek. Thelast thing | need ismore deep. | need to think and
| need to move. It'stimeto get into thisthing, Jazz. | have a hunch that it'slarger than we can seeright



Jazz took the next right turn. "Far beit from meto get in theway of your hunches." She sounded amused,
but not dismissive. Progress, of asort. "I'm going to keep digging. Somebody had to see you being
carried into the Raphael. Y ou damn sure weren't walking on your own."

Borden said nothing. He had a laptop computer open, and he was typing away.

"Counsdlor,” Luciasaid. He looked back over his shoulder at her, eyebrows raised. "Shouldn't you bein
New York?'

"Actualy, GP&L isconsdering opening abranch office here," he said. "I'm fact-finding. We have seven
corporate clients here, not to mention some other vested interests. And the air travel's getting old. They
don't even feed you anymore on the plane.”

"Tragic," she agreed, straight-faced. "Was thisyour idea, or your bosss?"
"Mine"

"Sure about that?'

Helog thefriendly smile. "Meaning?'

"Meaning, are you sure that you're not doing the Cross Society's work instead of your firm's, setting up
here?"

"They're not mutudly exclusve."
"I'm not so certain.”

He blinked and turned around even farther. The laptop wasin danger of diding to thefloor. " So you think
werethevillansnow?Isthat it?"

IIWeI?I
That wasn't Lucia speaking. It was Jazz. Borden looked at her, stricken. "1 mean..."

"Yeah," shesad. "l get what you mean. Y our loyaty's ftill with the Society. WWe means people who aren't
inthiscar."

"‘HZ—"
It was alost cause, and Borden knew it. He turned to face the road.

It occurred to her that held be updating Laskins about what they were doing, and through Laskins, the
Society and Smms. But she couldn't tell Jazz to turf him; she could see how important he wasto her, and
truthfully, sheliked Borden. Sheliked his off-center smile, hisquick intelligence, hiswit, the passonin his
eyes when helooked at her partner.

But she didn't like what he represented, at the moment. And she wasn't sure she liked him knowing
where Susannah Davis was hidden.

They pulled into an apartment complex parking lot-not acomplex Luciawas familiar with, more of a
cheap, run-down establishment. The paint was pedling, and even the spring flowersin their landscaped
beds |ooked cheap and struggling. 1t was the sort of place drug dealers rented, and hookers, and people



who couldn't afford better. The sort of place where people averted their eyesfrom their neighbors and
hoped that the noise in the apartment next door wasn't afelony being committed.

But Jazz'singtincts were, as dways, sound. It was aso a place where women with bruised faces weren't
necessarily worth comment.

"Number 317. Some distant cousin's gpartment,” Jazz said. "He'sinjall. | told you before, my family tree
has some funky branches."

"How'd you get the keys?'
"It'sachegp apartment.” She shrugged. "Keysaren't dl that relevant.”

When Jazz and Borden started to exit the Hummer, Luciareached over the seat and grabbed both of
them by the shoulders. "No," she said quietly. "Listen. | want to talk to Susannah alone. | don't want an
entourage. | appreciate everything you've done for me, but you have to let me do my job now. And
Jazz—you're not supposed to be running around likethis, it isn't safe. Borden, you're supposed to be
keeping her out of trouble, not getting her degper into it. Right?"

"Noway," Jazz said ingantly. "I go with you to the door, at least. Don't start, okay? Y ou get escorted.
We protect each other. Hell, it'sworked so far."

Before she could form a coherent objection, Jazz was out of the truck. Luciascrambled to follow. Jazz
wasn't wasting time; she moved fast and sure, heading for building three. Luciafell into step with her. "
let you out of my sight,” Jazz said softly, "and you were gone. Y ou serioudy think I'm going to let that
happen again? Four days. Four fucking days, Lucia, and | thought | waslooking for acorpse. Not
again. Understand?'

They followed the cracked sidewak in long, no-nonsense strides. The grass was sparse and dry, the
bushes more branches than leaves. Some of the residents were making an effort—cheerful lawn furniture
on the patios, wind chimes, bird feeders—but most had abandoned hope and lived with closed, sagging
curtains, minding their own business.

The gpartment was at the top of two flights of stairsthat creaked as Luciaand Jazz jogged up. Even had
they wanted to be stedlthy, it wouldn't have been possible.

They dowed asthey got to the landing, and Jazz unceremonioudy pushed Lucia behind her and pulled
her gun as she stepped forward. Two apartments, both with closed curtains. There was afaded welcome
mat in front of 318, nothing but dried leavesin front of the other.

Jazz raised her hand to knock, but the door swung open, and Ben M cCarthy was there. He opened his
mouth to speak, and then his eyesfocused past Jazz, on Lucia

Thelook stopped her breath. His lips shaped aword-not her name. It took her asecond to redlize that it
was God, A prayer, of akind.

"Ddivered to the door. Want meto wait in the car?' Jazz asked.

Ben tore his gaze away from Luciato her. "No," he said. "I'll get her home. | don't want you hanging out
in agoddamn Hummer in this parking lot. Kind of draws attention.”

"Ah, hdll, haf adozen guysin this complex drive Hummers."

"Drag deders.”



"Exadtly.”

McCarthy stilled her with ahand on her arm. "Jazz. I'll get her home safe. Count onit.”
She shut up and looked a him for long seconds, then nodded.

"Now get the damn truck out of here. Go."

Jazz glanced at Lucia as sheturned toward the gairs. "I'll kill you if you up and dieon me," she said, and
descended quickly, two steps at atime.

"Insde," McCarthy said, and tugged L ucia over the threshold before she could react. He stayed at the
door for along moment, and she watched him, reading the tension in his body. He had his gun out, ready
at hisside, and she could tell the precise moment when Jazz was safely in the Hummer, because he let out
ahed breath and shut the door. The place smelled faintly of old cats and stale cigarettes. She blinked,
and her eyes adjusted to the dimness. Except for the welcome sight of McCarthy, she wished they

hadn't. The furniture was garage sale, most of it broken, and the carpet was an unattractive green shag
that she thought at first was stained, but then decided must have been meant to have amottled effect.
Painwhitewals had plenty of damage to give the place that specid designer touch.

A giant glow-in-the-dark poster of amarijuanaleaf decorated the wall over the sagging couch, and
another of along-dead singer looking the worse far wear. Heroin chic, the entire gpartment.

McCarthy finished the last of the dead bolts and turned toward her. She met his eyes and smiled dightly.
"Jazz said you wereworried."

"Worried?" Something flashed in hiseyes. "Worried doesn't quite cover it, Lucia. Wherethe hell were
you?”

"I don't know." It hurt to say it, and abubble of panic formed somewhere just below her sscomach. "All |
remember isgoing to deep in my gpartment and waking up in the hospitd "

"Nothing ese?' Hetook her arm and guided her to the couch. "Y ou're sure?"

"Dreams,” shesad. "Impressions. Nothing—" She remembered aquick flash. Bright lights, asmothering
fedling of panic, her limbs heavy with sedatives. Smeared voices.

Violdions
"I'll find out," she said flatly. "If it'sthelast thing | do, I’ ll know what happened to me."

He helped her to the couch, assistance she didn't need but didn't resist. Unlike Jazz, she knew when to
control her independent impulses. Instead, she reached up and covered his hand with her own—not to
remove it, more a confirmation that she was redlly touching him. The heet of his skin againgt her pam, the
caressof hisfingers...thelonging in hiseyes.

The care with which he touched her made her shiver. "Jazz said wherever you were, you had medical
cae. The..."

"Anthrax," she supplied, with aflash of asmile. "Y ou can say it. And it'sgone. | don't think Dr. Kirkland
would have alowed me out of bed if | hadn't been hedlthy."

Ben did hishand from her arm, to fold her fingersin his. "Anything e s=?'
"Whet?'



"Did they find anything dse?"
She frowned. Violations. "No. No, nothing."

Helet out adow breath. "Good." He smiled, heavy on theirony. "Good asit isto seeyou, | hope you
didn't risk your lifeto come out hereto vist me."

She had, mostly. But it wouldn't sound precisaly smart to admit it. "I need to talk to Susannah,” she said.
He nodded and, without aword, turned around and walked into the bedroom.

Luciagot up from the couch and moved to Sit on a battered wooden chair. It looked lesslikely to harbor
fleas than the grimy plaid cushions. It took afew minutes, but McCarthy reappeared, bringing with him a
deep-creased woman whom Lucia barely recognized as Susannah Davis. She looked considerably
better. The swelling in her face had gone down, and the bruises were fading to blotches. Sheld be pretty
when she recovered, if not beautiful.

The scared expression in her eyes had faded, too. She looked different now. Desperation had made her
seem honest, but the truth was emerging, and it wasn't entirely reassuring.

"Susannah,” Luciasaid. "How have you been?'

"All right," she answered, and did into the chair opposite, across the battered kitchen table. She yawned
and pushed her deep-disordered hair back from her face. "I heard you were missing or something."

"Or something." Lucialet that St for afew secondsto close thetopic. "Someonetried to kill you, | hear.”

Susannah looked down at her hands. She was picking at her cuticles. "Well, it damn sure wasn't
Leonard." Cold, Luciathought. Very cold.

"Maybe Leonard's business associates,” Luciasaid. "Right? Y ou told usin the beginning that you knew
things about his business dedlings. Maybe they don't want you telling anyone what you know?"

Shedidn't reply. Her nervous picking continued. She'd had a good manicure once, but it had grown out,
and the polish was halfway up her nails. Seashdl-pink. When sheld had that manicure done—three
weeks ago, a aguess— sheld dso had ahaircut. The shape was still there, even if shed done nothing to
styleit. The clothes Susannah had on weren't her own, but the shoes were, and they were good ones.
Not awoman who did her shopping at discount stores, but one who'd taken pride in hersalf, up until
recently.

"Susannah,” Luciasaid, and drew her eyesin adirect gaze. "Y ou know something. Y ou knew Leonard
would come after you, and you were afraid hedd kill you. He or his associates.”

Susannah nodded and looked down again, picking furioudy at the offending cuticle. She tore off astrip of
skin. A bright bead of red appeared in the corner, next to the nail bed.

"Y ou need to tell someone,” Luciarepested softly. "Why not McCarthy?"

Thewoman gave amute shake of her head. Luciamade an intuitive legp, and didn't like where it took
her. McCarthy wasin the other room, but she couldn't tell if he could hear. She had to assume he could.
"Maybeyou just don't like him," she said. "Y ou wouldn't be thefirg."

Susannah's head shake thistime was dmost ashiver. She knew something about McCarthy. Nothing that
would require her to scream bloody murder over being left alone with him, but something. Maybe sheld



picked it up at KCPD; plenty of cops might have said thingsthere. A detective willing to take bribes
might be the last person she could trust.

"Will youtdl me?'

Susannah's fingers sopped moving. Luciadidn't speak; she knew Susannah was arguing with hersdlf, and
adding her voice would only hurt.

"He—" Susannah's voicefailed, briefly, then came back stronger. "L eonard was working for these
people. They had some kind of plan or something—I don't know what it was al about. But he would get
these messages, and he would do things for them. The last one...he bought alot of chemicas. A lot. He
rented a building somewhere. He said he was sarting up alab.”

Ah."A methlab," Luciasad.

Susannah gave her anirritated look. "No, it wasn't ameth |ab. | know the chemicasfor ameth lab, and
thiswasn't— look, it was different. There were two things they were delivering there. Sodium cyanide
and hydrochloric acid."

The skin tightened on the back of Lucias neck. "Were they opening an ectroplating lab? Those are
chemicalsused—"

"Electroplating? Y ou've got to be kidding! When | say | know what chemicalsyou use for ameth lab,
how do you think | know that? I'm not adamn saint, and he wasn't opening any damn legitimate business.
Thiswas something else. Maybe the paperwork says ectroplating, | don't know, but it'salie. Can't you
use that crap for something else, too?"

"Possibly.” Noncommittal was the best rategy. If Susannah got frightened—more frightened—there was
no telling what she might do. "I can check it out if you want. Wheresthe lab?’

"In SubTropolis," Susannah said.
Luciafrowned. "I don't—"

McCarthy, sure enough, was within earshot. He walked to the bedroom doorway, leaned against the
frame and said, "Underground business complex. It'shuge. Y ou're going to need more than that. A
business name, aunit number..."

"I don't know, okay? He didn't tell me anything. When | asked, he got mad.” Susannah pointed at her
face. "l didn't ask any more questions.”

Lucialooked from her to Ben. "We could track suppliers. That could give us the unit number.”
"Or we could just give the FBI the information.” He nodded at Susannah. "And her."

"I can make the phone cdll, but without some proof, | don't think Agent Rawlinsisgoing to begiving it
much priority. He's overworked. He barely responded when we had anthrax in an envelope.” She
paused, thinking about it. "I know somebody to talk to, but he's undercover. I'll haveto arrange a
drive-by meseting. Shouldn't takelong.”

McCarthy didn't look happy about it.
"How are you going to get there?' he asked. "To your meeting? | cant leave her done here.”

"That's the wonderful thing," Luciasaid, and pulled the cell phone from her purse. "If you have aphone



and acredit card, you can get just about anything ddlivered.”
"Get pizzawhileyoureat it.”

She cadled FBI Specid Agent Roger Cole ten minutes later. Cell phone, not office phone. Two minutes
of idle chatting, a smple thirty-second request, and silence from him on the other end.

"Isthisgoing to bite mein the ass?' he asked her. Hewasin his car. The road noise nearly overwhelmed
hisvoice. "Because I'd like to know how, so | can get my will ready.”

"It might make your day, Roger. If I'm right."

"Then you should give me everything you have so | can get to work on it. Or better yet, somebody else
can. I'm alittle busy. Maybe you've heard, somebody's been playing with funny little white powder in
envelopes.”

"I've heard," she said blandly; he knew perfectly well who'd gotten the envelope. "This could be
connected.”" A lie, but anebulous one.

"Yeah?' Theroad noise lessened; hewas pulling over.

"Okay, give. What do you have, and why aren't you talking to your red-haired boy?'

"My red-haired boy isn't exactly jumping through hoops for me at the moment.”

"Don't be that way. He had four guys on the street looking for you, you know. He was distressed.”

"So distressed he hasn't bothered to make a phone call to say hello and interrogate me about whét |
know? He's got bigger and juicier fish to catch just now. Look, al you have to do istrack the shipments
of chemicalsto a specific addressin SubTropolis, and I'll do therest. If it checks out, it'syours. Y ou get
to be the hero." She read out the names of the specific chemica's as Susannah had given them. " Sound

like anything to you?'
"Electroplating,” he said. "And gas chambers. Fuck. Y ou've doneit again, haven't you?'

"Areyou going to get metheinformation?' Hissigh rattled in the spesker. "No. I'll get theinfo, but | go
withyou."

"| don't want afull team for reconnai ssance.”
"Relax. I'll make some cdls, pick you upin..." he paused to check thetime"...about an hour, okay?'
"Thank you."

The pizzaarived in forty-five minutes, and the driver looked nervous when Luciamet him at the door to
hand him cash. She didn't doubt the apartment complex had a bad rep among deiverymen. She added
on aconsderabletip for histrouble, and hoped he wasn't mugged on hisway back to hiscar.

Two dices|ater, her cdl phone rang. Cole had aunit number in SubTropolis, including an entrance
address. Hed even secured a Bureau van labeled as an electrical contractor; it would draw less attention
inthe SubTropoali s tunnelsthan a private vehicle, especidly snce so much of the place wasfitted out for
indugria use.

"Where should | meet you?"



"You shouldnt,” he said, amused. "I'll pick you up. Curb service and al that crap. Address?' Shegaveit.
"Right, I'm close. Five minutes. I'll honk twice."

As she hung up, she redlized that both McCarthy and Susannah were staring at her. "He's a decorated
FBI specid agent," she said. "I can vouch for him. He's the last person you need to worry about.”

"Lucia, | don't likethis, McCarthy said. Heleaned back in his chair, frowning. ™Y ou just got out of the
hospita, for Chrigt's sake. Let Jazz check it out.”

"Jazz islooking into where | was taken while | was unconscious. That's not something | can put on the
back burner. | need to know."

"Jazz hasn't dept in aweek," he said softly. ™Y ou know that, right? She's catnapped a couple of times,
when shefdl down from exhaugtion, but she's been living on coffee and Vivarin. Give her abreak. Hell,
give both of you abresk."

"Hydrochloric acid and sodium cyanide?' Lucia asked, and raised her eyebrows. "What if they release it
on abus, Ben? In ashopping mal?Y ou remember the Tokyo subway attack, right?"

He said nothing, just shook his head.

"I'mgoing,” she dated. "We'rejust going to check it out. If it'salegitimate operation, then no harm done.
If not, the FBI will have aleg up. It'sthe best way to handleit. If it does turn out to be hinky, Susannah,
you'll bein witness protection so fast the carpet will smoke on your way out the door."

Shedidn't look happy. "I don't like it here. Wouldn't it be better if | was someplace safer now?
Someplace more— | don't know—fortified?"

"Y ou've been fine herefor days. Y ou'll be fine another few hours."

Luciagot up and washed her hands in the kitchen sink, wincing at the state of the hygiene. McCarthy was
going for drug-deder authenticity. She hoped held changed the sheets, at least.

"Hey." He was behind her, close and warm, hisvoicelow in her ear. She turned to face him. Behind him,
the TV

flipped on. Susannah was surfing listlesdy through the channels, her facelit by the flickering glow.

"I know | don't haveto say it, but for God's sake, would you be careful ?' he asked. "Y ou and Jazz,
you'rekilling me. | was better off in prison. At least | didn't have friends to worry about."”

Shemet hiseyes. "Friends," she repeated softly. The sound from the TV was covering their conversation.
"|stha what you want?'

"Of course not. Fresh out of prison, remember? But wanting moreisn't al that smart between usright
now. You're not—" He sucked in abreath and inclined his head, hiding his expression. His voice went
very low in histhroat. "Y ou're not some cheap lay, okay? And I'm not going to use you that way. Or let
you useme.”

Oh, God. That was—powerful. She pressed back againgt the counter to keep from wrapping hersdlf
around him.

Heraised his head and met her eyes.

"Do we understand each other?" he asked. "No matter what, I'm not going to use you.”



She nodded. Shewasn't sure she could actualy spesk at the moment.

"Okay. Then don't get yoursdlf killed, or I'll be very disappointed,” he said, and moved out of the way.
Shedidn't go. She reached out, took hold of the scooped neck of hiswifebeater, and pulled him toward
her.

It wasalong, dow kissthistime. He moaned, low in histhroat, and put his hands on her, diding them
warmly up her shoulders, her neck, burying hisfingersin her hair. She was glad sheld let it out of the

ponytail.

Two honks sounded in the parking lot. Hislips looked damp and hungry, and she brushed hers against
them one moretime. "l haveto go," she whispered. He nodded. "I'll be back soon."

He stepped away and et her |eave the kitchen, then stopped her with an outstretched hand at the
gpartment door and checked through the peephole before flipping the locks and swinging it open. When
she looked back, the door was closed and locked, the peephole dark.

He waswatching her go.

She followed Jazz's excdllent example, taking the steps fast, and saw the dectrician'svan idling in the
parking lot twenty feet from the Sdewalk. She crossed to it without incident, she checked for Cole's
familiar face before opening the passenger door.

Cole was a medium guy—medium height, medium weight, medium complexion. Hed disappear into a
crowd of two. He'd chosen the vehicle well; the paint on the exterior was sun-faded and the contractor's
logo and information were chipped. Cole himsdlf waswearing adenim shirt, blue jeansand atool belt
that had just the right wear on the leather.

She wouldn't have given him a second glance, and Luciaknew hersdlf to be more paranoid than most.

He put the van in gear without any words being spoken, and pulled out of the parking lot and onto the
road.

"Sorry," she said, and indicated what she was wearing, which wasn't exactly appropriate to the occasion.
"l haven't been home."

"Yeah, | heard you werein the hospital.” He gave her along look. "How are you?”
"I'mfine. Any word on the origin of the anthrax strain?'

"Cameout of alab in Cdlifornia, and believe me, somebody's assis cooking on agrill right now. Rawlins
ispissed. Heredly doesn't liketerrorigts.”

She grinned. "And you do?'

"I spend alot more time rubbing shoulders with them. Hard to get ared hate going when you've met their
wives and kids. Y ou know you haveto do it, but sometimesit gets hard.”

"Probably the same for them.”
"Yeah. Itis" He glanced out the back windows of thevan. "Y ou armed?"
"Always"

"Good. Not that | figurewell need it, but | don't want to get caught with my tool belt down, if you know



what | mean. Y our source was right, by theway. These guys are ordering in big amounts of sodium
cyanide, and their next-door neighbors are shipping in hydrochloric acid. | can see why you're not fond
of the combination. 1t'd make ahell of anice hydrogen cyanide cloud. In an enclosed space, it could kill
hundreds, maybe thousands. Arrowhead Stadium's right down the street. The volume of gasweretaking
about, you st it off in aplace like that, you could count on mgjor results.”

"God," she whispered reverently. "How easy would it be—?"

"The stadium? Not very. | mean, we're talking about alot of chemicas here, very high profile, and
chemicasare bulky to move around. But you look at some of the high-rise buildingsin the city? Pump
some of thisinto the air handlers, and you're talking big numbers of bodies." Cole consdered it, hislight
brown eyes distant as he rubbed his chin. "Unlessthey're making ahell of alot of gold chainsand
pimping up the hubcaps of haf of the country, | can't see how they could be using everything they've
ordered." "So wetake alook."

"Wrong," hesaid. "l take alook. Y ou watch my ride. Looking like you do, | don't think anybody's going
to believe you're gpprenticing as a cable puller, so you'd better keep out of sight.”

He wasn't being judgmentd, just practica. She nodded and settled hersdlf in the grimy seet. It occurred
to her that she should cal Jazz, but truthfully, she didn't want to. She knew she was pushing her luck.
Fresh from the hospital and aready taking risks? Jazz wouldn't approve. Loudly. At length.

Asif sheld conjured up a connection telepathically, her cell phone rang. She exchanged aquick glance
with Cole as he turned the van down Eldon Road, heading toward the railroad tracks. The entranceto
SubTropoliswas just ahead. Lucia pulled her phone out and flipped it open, and winced as static blasted
her eardrum.

Wind noise.

No, jet noise. Someone was calling her from aplane. "Hello?' She couldn't hear adamn thing. The
connection was terrible, and the van shewas in was rattling as well. She blocked her other ear and
concentrated. "Hello? Anyone there?'

The answer, if there was one, was logt in the dull thump of the van'stires going over railroad tracks.
Therewas aline of vehicles passng through the SubTropolis gates, most of them 18-wheders. Cole
dowed the van to acrawl.

She listened for another few seconds, but the connection cut out.
"Anything important?' he asked.

"Couldn't tel," she said. She checked the cdller ID, but as sheld expected, it was an air phone. "I hope

They edged forward dowly. When they got to the guard station, Cole presented ID that Luciadidn't
doubt was absolutely authentic. The guard waved him on, and they passed into atunnd.

Sheld expected it to be dark, but SubTropolis was surprisngly bright. The tunnd was huge and well-lit,
the limestone it was carved from reflecting the brilliance.

"These guys have got some balls, setting up something down here. This place has everything. Post offices,
restaurants, hell, they keep film red's somewhere. A few billion in inventory stored down here, at lesst.
Not exactly low-profile.”



"Maybethat'sthe point,” she said. "Hiding in plain sght.” Sheleaned over to look past the front seet at
the empty, seemingly endless gtretch of tunnd. "How far do we haveto go?' It wastoo lateto redize that
shedidn't like thiskind of place, with the weight of so much rock over her head as they descended. Her
palms were getting damp. The celling, high asit was, seemed oppressively heavy.

"Long ways," Cole said, which was not reassuring. "We make aright up ahead a Huspuckney Road,
then aleft on 8800."

She was starting to serioudy regret suggesting this, not so much for the potential danger ahead but for the
uncomfortable feding of claustrophobiathat she was battling. Stupid. She wasin avan, which should
have been much more claustrophobic than the spacious tunnd they were traversing. But she could get out
of the van. There were only two ways out of the tunnel: forward and back.

"Y ou okay?' Colewaswatching her. She nodded and forced asmile. "Y ou'll et me know if you plan to
freak out, okay?"

"Remember who you'retalking to," shesaid. "I don't have areputation for fresking out.”

"Y eah. Those are the ones you have to worry about.” Mercifully, heleft her done. Shefound that closing
her eyesdidn't help, so shefinally resorted to clinging tight-lipped to the seet, fingernails digging into the
bending point. They dowed. "All right. It's up ahead. Herésthe drill. I'm going to get out and scout
around, you stay in the van and monitor. I'll keep my walkie channel open. | get into trouble, you wait
until | givethe code phrase, which is'éectrica short." Okay?"

"Yes," she muttered. "Fine. Absolutely.” He gave her onelast assessing look as he pulled into a parking
spot off the road, next to arough-textured limestone pillar, and jammed the van into Park. "We good?'

"Fing," sherepeated. "I'll be okay. Y ou go." He shook his head, clearly not believing her—smart man—
and climbed out of the passenger seat and into the murky dimness of the windowless back, where even
someone staring in the window would have trouble spotting her. He nodded, locked up and sauntered
toward abig industrid building that looked oddly lost in the cavernous open spaces. Thiswas just SO
weird. She caught hersalf breathing too fast, and deliberately dowed down. Biofeedback. She'd survived
traumas and tortures; she could survive ashort visit underground.

Cole even walked like aworking man—asif tired, in no particular hurry. He picked something overhead
and traced it with a stare as he walked, clearly intent on his own business. She could hear the crunch of
hiswork boots on rock as he walked to the back dock of the warehouse. It was labeled J& J
Electroplating—Warehouse and Digtribution Center. No trucks were lined up just now. Cole climbed the
steps and opened an unmarked door. It closed behind him.

"Hey!" Not Cole's voice, someone elsg's. It came from the wal kie-talkie she was holding. Hed aready
been chalenged. "What are you doing in here?

"Y ou guys having trouble with the plugs?' Cole asked. " We have afault report.”
"No, we don't have trouble. Try someplace else.”

"Y ou sure you don't want meto check it out? Y ou got afaulty plug, you could get afire” Cole knew just
how to work it, she thought; he sounded conscientious but not concerned. The subtext was his body
language—hée'd be ready to move to the door, convincing the subject that he wasn't at all eager to be on
their property. "Hey, your call. | can write up the report, but buddy, your insurance company could nall
your assto thewall, you don't check out afault report.”



"Where you gottago?'

"Inthere." Cole might be choosing at random, or he might have seen something. "Line goesright in, see?
Up there?' Held be pointing at something nobody could possibly see or understand. She suppressed a
grin. Beautiful. "Wait here."

Footsteps faded away. Cole didn't say anything, but she heard him moving around. It seemed like along
time, but as she watched the sweep of the second hand on her watch, she redlized that hed been inside
only two minutes, going on three. Probably not enough timeto— "Hey, | told you to wait!" The voice
was dartlingly loud.

“I’ve got to get through twelve buildings. Y ou know how big this placeis.

"We checked it out. Everything'sfine"

"Okay then. I'll writeit up. Anything goeswrong, though, you—"

"Y eah, insurance, whatever. We're closng up.”

"Have agood one."

Cole was on the move, heading for the door.

"Hang on asecond,” said the other voice. "What's your name?"

Luciadid her gun from its holster and put her hand on the door handle.

"Frank. Frank Scarabelli. Here—heresmy ID, okay? | don't want no trouble or nothing. I'm just—"
"Doing your job, yeah, we heard. Listen, hang out a second, okay? I'm gonnamake a phone call.”

"Okay," Cole said. He sounded thoroughly disgusted. "Y ou guys get an dectrica short, it's no skin off
my—"

She was out of the van, gun at her side, before he finished the sentence. Her kneesfelt weak, her whole
body not quitein tune, but it served to get her across the exposed parking lot and behind one of the
massve white limestone pillars. She sucked in two deep bresths, then finished the run to the warehouse
dock. Up the six concrete stepsto the flat staging area. The walk-in door was closed again. All but one
of the garage doors were down. The one on the end was clanking shut.

| won't make it, some part of her thought, but she didn't allow that to stop her. It wasn't a matter for
thinking. She kicked off her shoes and crossed the distance in long runner's strides, moving as sllently as
she could.

The door was clattering down. There were two feet of clearance | eft.

Luciahit the concrete and rolled, tucking el bows and knees, and she felt hard steel and rubber grab her
for a heart-stopping second. But then momentum won and shewasinside. The door rettled irritably shut
with aboom just aninch behind her.

She was panting and shaking, but there was no time for fear now. She was exposed. There were three
men at the end of the hall, one smdller, two larger. Cole was the smaller. Thisend of the dock wasin
relative shadow, which wasin her favor.

Should have cdled for backup, she thought, but she doubted that wireless signas would make it through



the solid limestone roof. Sheld need aland line, and by that time... by that time, shed have gotten
another friend killed.

Sherolled up to her knee, gun trained steadily on the group at the far end of the hall, and then to her bare
feet. The concrete felt ice-cold. She gained the concealment of abig industria trash bin and risked
another look to assess the situation. She was close enough to see faces now, and catch fragments of
words.

Cole dtill looked bland and harassed. "Guys, thisis stupid. Look, let me get the hell out, you call whoever
you want to fix the damn el ectrica—"

The biggest one hit him. One quick pop, not telegraphed, and it took Cole full in the face. Blood
gpattered. He went down, and the man was already moving hisright foot in abone-breaking kick.

She couldn't afford caution. Caution would get Cole disabled or dead, and she couldn't take these men
playing by FBI rules. Thiswould have to be done Jazz-style,

Luciastood, braced her shoulder againgt the wall and kicked the big rubber trash can at itswhedled
base. It screeched indignantly and rolled at an angle across the exposed space to dam into one of the
meta doors, then tipped and crashed onto its Side.

Both of the suspects spun to look. Both drew guns.
Luciabraced her right hand with her left and sighted.

"Freezel" sheydled. They moved fagt, too fast, and a bullet exploded part of the concrete next to her
am.

She pulled the trigger twice without flinching, and the first shooter sank down on hisknees, swaying. The
gun dipped from his hand and spun across the concrete. Cole, hisface amask of blood, scrambled after
it and kicked the man's sde to dump him on hisface. The other man dropped his gun and voluntarily
went down, hands on the back of his head.

"Dammit!" Cole screamed. "Areyou hurt? Lucia?”

"No," she said camly, and waked forward. "If you call an ambulance, you can probably savethisone. |
think | missed his heart.”

Cole—normaly so cool and insouciant—|ooked shocked. Sheraised her eyesto his, and saw him flinch
alittle. Seasoned FBI, and heflinched. But then, he didn't know her, did he?

Nobody did.

"Better cdl itin," shesaid. "I'll check therest of the building. These can't be the only bad guysin the
place”

"I'mgoing to hdll for this™

"Yeah," shesad grimly. "I'll saveyou aseat.”

Chapter Thirteen



There were, in fact, seventeen other people in the building. She didn't have to shoot any of the others;
intimidation worked well enough. She herded them into an unused freezer room and locked them up tight.

She was Sitting against the door, listening to them batter at it, when Cole cameto find her. Hed wiped
some of the blood off hisface, but that was a broken nose, no question, and it was beginning to swell.
Hed have black eyes, too. That had been ahell of afirst punch.

"What are you going to say when they get here?' she asked, when he was seated on the concrete with
her, back against the door.

"Planning on throwing mysalf on the mercy of my superiors” he said. "Fuck, Lucia. | ought to know by
now that if you'reinvolved, it ain't exactly afact-finding misson. | mean, I've heard enough stories.”

"Stories," sherepeated. Shefdt tired, liquid, asif her body might just drip away.
"You know."

"l don't."

"Isit true what they say about what happened in Prague?

"What do they say happened?’ The door behind them rattled with a particularly violent kick. It felt good,
rather like amassage.

"Two dozen terrorists, a cache of nerve gas, and you were the only survivor.”

"It'snot true." 1t wasn't. There was Gregory Ivanovich, after al. Turncoat and torturer and savior and
traitor. God aone knew what he was now, but she had no doubt he knew where she/d gone during the
past week, and what had happened to her.

Cole made adoubtful sound. "Y ou should have declared firdt, by theway."

"Declared what? I'm not FBI. The government doesn't pay me. And in the kind of work | used to do,
declaring yoursdf was stupid.” Which was as close as she intended to get to reliving the past, even with
Cole. "If I'd taken the timeto chat, they'd have killed me. Y ou aso."

He sighed and dabbed at hisbleeding nose. "Man. I'll be lucky if | get aposting in Antarctica after this."

"Cheer up," shesaid. "l think you just averted amgor terrorist act. Also, there seemsto be a clean room
behind that door. Biohazard suits hanging from hooksin the airlock. Y ou might have even found the
source of the anthrax.”

Asthe Srens came closer, they sat in sllence, surveying the big white room with its drums of chemicas
and—most ominoud y—pressurized tanks marked with Poison labels.

"So," Colesad. "If | get my assfired over this—"

"Alwaysaplacefor you a Callender & Garza, my friend. Provided were still open, since we've shot
more people in the past couple of days than the KCPD has shot in a couple of years. It might posea
problem.”

He shook hishead. "Y oull be okay. Y ou're asurvivor.”

They both froze at a sound outside, from the direction of the door, and without any discussion got to their
feet and moved to stand on either side of the single doorway to the room.



A hand holding agun crossed the threshold.

"Freeze!" Luciayeled, and spun away from the wall. Cole did the same, bracketing the newcomer from
an obtuse angle, taking alow line.

"Policel" the other man screamed at the same ingtant, and Lucia held off on the trigger just by asplit
second as she recognized the ragged, unshaved, red-eyed face of ... Detective Ken Stewart. "Drop the
guns, dammit. Drop them!" he ordered.

"FBI," Cole said camly, and showed his badge and credentid s without wavering hisam. "Detective
Stewart, right? KCPD?"

"Yes" Stewart stopped trying to cover both of them, and focused solely on Lucia. "Drop it!"
"Jesus! Drop yourd!" she retorted hotly. ™Y ou know who | am!™

He cocked the hammer on his gun, an unnecessary and thesatrical gesture. "First shot cripplesyou for life.
Drop it now!"

"That isn't necessary,” Cole said.
"If she'snot FBI, she drops the goddamn gun!™

There wasn't much choice. Getting into a pissing contest with Stewart wouldn't do her any good, even if
shewon. Luciamade the gun safe and put it down on the ground. She took astep back fromit, hands
gtill raised, as Stewart gestured.

"You got herefast," Cole said. "Ambulance on the way?'

"l had atip. Y eah, paramedics and squad cars should be a couple of minutes." Stewart looked around
the place, and focused on the banging of the stedl door. " Suspectsin custody?"

"Custody would be astretch, but they're contained,” Cole said. "One wounded in the back room, one
not wounded and hog-tied like a son of abitch because | don't like him very much. Other than thét,
we've swept the place and therest are in there.”

"Okay, good." Stewart, after along moment, holstered his gun.
"Can | pick up my wegpon now?" Lucia asked.

"No," Stewart said. "Over there. Sit down and wait." He picked up her gun and shoved it in his coat
pocket. "Moveit, Garza" Behind him, Cole made an gpologetic shrug.

She kept her hands up, walked to the corner and did down to a sitting position, resting her handsin her
lap. Stewart stared at her for asecond or two, asif considering handcuffs. She could hear the eerie wall
of sSrens outside, and wondered wearily how long it would take to untangle this particular mess.

If shelooked tired, Stewart looked...sick. Pale, red-eyed, twitching like an addict. Wasthat possible?
Weas he, infact, an addict? No, surely drug testswould show it. She was being uncharitable, purdly
because of his prejudices againgt Jazz. He was probably just sick.

Should have shot him, shethought. It came from a part of her that she often denied existed—cold,
cdculating, the voice of asurvivor.

"You received atip?' she asked Stewart neutraly. "Y ou've never been here before?!



He gave her aglare. "No. Why?"
Anthrax sent to her office.
Ken Stewart, following her from McCarthy's hearing.

"No reason," she said, still neutral, and watched him swest.

Therewere, by the last count she heard, enough chemicalsin the warehouse to kill tens of thousands, and
maybe moreif delivered accurately. And sheld been right about the clean room. There was anedt little
bottle of white powder. Anthrax. Enough for adozen lethd mailings, at least. From the envelopesthey'd
found in the process of being addressed, they'd been intended for the local FBI offices, aswell as other
government buildings.

If Ken Stewart had contemplated killing her and Cole— and she had no doubt that he had—helost his
chance as the worker bees from KCPD took over. She and Cole were quickly whisked off to alocal
FBI establishment. It was an improvement over the police headquartersisolation room. The FBI facility
came with fresh coffee and more comfortable chairs. She caught a glimpse of Susannah Davisbeing
brought in, at one point, escorted by Ben McCarthy.

Lucia heard Jazz's voice even through the soundproofing.

"—son of abitch!" Jazz finished bellowing, just asthe door opened again, and Agent Rawlinscamein.
His ears had turned red, though he was keeping a carefully blank expression. Jazz was right on his hedls,
asdynamic as he was controlled. Sheld been messing with her hair, and it stuck out in unruly spikes. Her
face was flushed and vividly animated. When she saw L ucia, she charged forward and dropped into the
empty chair next to her.

"Hey," she said, without looking.

"Hey," Luciareplied. Shefelt asmiletugging at her lipsand sternly exiled it back to its waiting room. " So.
How'sit going?'

"So-50. Y ou were supposed to takeit easy, as| recall. Have atak with Susannah. Lay low."
"Change of plans.

Jazz sat back and folded her arms. "Y ou put another guy in the hospital, and that's the best you can
come up with? Change of plans?"

Luciashrugged. "'l shot in defense of thelife of an agent of the FBI. Which I’'m pretty certain is covered
under self-defense. It it, Agent Rawlins?"

He pulled up achair, too, on the opposite sde of the table. "Do you want lega counsd, Ms. Garza?'
"Yourekidding."
"l don't kid about thingslike that."

"Am | being charged with something? Bringing a clue to the attention of the FBI, perhaps? Isthat crimind
these days?'

Rawlinswas furious. "From anybody ese, | could accept ignorance as an excuse, but you know better.
Y ou know better than to come to some agent off the books and put him in a dangerous Stuation.”



"Agent Colewas only trying to establish—"

"He was grandstanding, and you were helping him, and you both nearly got yoursdveskilled. Whichin
itsalf doesn't distress me, but now |'ve got about twenty peopleto investigate, the clock's running, and for
al | know the mgjor players have hopped aplaneto Brazil. So you'l forgive meif I'm not pleased with
the outcome of thislittle fishing expedition.”

"Agent Cole" Luciarepeated, "was only trying to independently establish the truth of what our witness
was saying about the chemicals. And if you've got twenty people to check out, then why are you wasting
timewith me?'

Jazz didn't bother to suppress asnort. "Wow. Gotcha, Agent Redhead.”
Heglared at her.
"Rawlins" she amended blandly. "Sorry. Pet name. | find red hair very sexy. It'sdistracting.”

With amighty effort, heignored her. "' So your information came soley from this witness, Susannah Davis.
Isthat right?’

"Yes" Luciasad. "Cole verified that there had been shipments of chemicalsto the SubTropolis address.
Hewas just confirming that the operations weren't redly doing eectroplating before bringing in afull team
on the operation.”

"Cole can answer for himsdf. Y ou shot aman.”

Luciaraised her eyebrows. "Agent Rawlins, | shot someone who was about to put your agent's ribs
through hislungd”

The door opened again. Agent Rawlins frowned inirritation as awoman—FBI, by the well-scrubbed
look of her—stuck her head cautioudy inside.

"Attorney's here," she said. "He's demanding to see her.”
Rawlins swiveled his eyes back toward Lucia. "l thought you didn't want alawyer."
"l don't think | ever actudly said that.”

She expected Borden, but when the female agent disappeared, the door opened wider, and a
slver-haired man in an expensive suit walked in. His briefcase cost more than an FBI agent's monthly
sdary, Luciafdt sure. The suit was European, hand-tailored and impeccably € egant.

Milo Laskins, senior partner at Gabrid, Pike & Laskins, nodded briskly to Agent Rawlins, set his
briefcase down on the table and handed over acard. "'l represent Ms. Garzaand Ms. Cdlender,” he
sad. "Please explain to me why they're being detained.”

"They're not being detained. They're—"

" —assgting you in your inquiries, to coin aBritish phrase?' Laskins didn't bother to st. He gavethe
impression hewouldn't be staying long. HissIver hair gleamed in the dim lighting, and so did hisdiamond
gtickpin. "Please, gr, | didn't graduate from Harvard yesterday. Y ou're on afishing expedition, trying to
find something to level acharge against my client, who was, by the way, attempting to savethelife of one
of your own."

"She put him therein thefirst place. | don't like private investigators usng my peopleto do their dirty



work."

Laskinsswhite eyebrows rose, giving his dectric-blue stare even moreimpact. "And if she hadn't called
you in on apotentid terrorist threet, | can only imagine how much difficulty sheldd bein right now. She
received suspiciousinformation, and turned it over to the FBI. She offered to assst the authoritiesin thelr
investigation. In the course of the investigation, she cameto the aid of afedera officer in the performance
of hisduties and was unfortunately forced to wound one man participating in a suspected terrorist
conspiracy. Do | have the facts straight, Agent Rawlins?' Rawlinss ears were red again, hisface
mesklike. "Moreor less"

"You have dl theinformation my clients possessin this matter. Y ou have Ms. Davis, who was the source
of theinformation in thefirst place. Y ou have the location, and you have the playersinvolved. Am | to
assume that you have everything you need to conclude your investigation for the moment?”

"For the moment."

"Then | beievel'll escort my clientshome at thistime. Asyou know, Ms. Garza has recently beenill.
Ladies...?" Laskins hadn't even opened his briefcase. Luciahad seen dazzling lawyering before, but this
had set aland speed record. She stood up, Jazz close behind her, and followed Laskins out of the
interrogation room.

Rawlinsdidn't say athing. Hesad it very loudly.

Outside, the other FBI agents stared, but didn't stop them. McCarthy was waiting nearby, arms fol ded,
leaning againgt thewall. When he saw Luciahe dowly straightened, handsfaling to hissdes. Therewas
something in his eyes she couldn't read, except that it was strong, and it was all he could do to look
casud under the pressure of it.

"All in one piece?' he asked.
"Still," she confirmed.

Laskinss hand closed on her upper aramin avisdike grip. "Downdtairs," he said, and al of the smooth
civility had disappeared from hisvoice. "Moveit."

"Hey!"

Hed grabbed hold of Jazz, too. Lucia could have told him that wouldn't go over well, but not even Jazz
was willing to start aphysica confrontation in front of severa rapt FBI witnesses. Laskins herded them to
the door, tossed his visitor's badge on the receptionist's desk, and then steered them out into the elevator
lobby. McCarthy followed.

Jazz yanked free as soon as the office doors closed. "Boy, you'd better not put your hands on me again,
or—"

"Or what?' Laskins snarled. He was scary, for an old man. "Shut up, thelot of you. Y ou're coming with
rre.ll

Luciafelt aweary flare of anger. "Or?" she asked. "Because I'd very much like to go home now. Can't
your obligatory lecture on responshility wait until tomorrow?"

"No," he said, and stabbed the elevator button with aforefinger. His jaw muscles were so tense she was
surprised he could force words out. " Tomorrow istoo late, Ms. Garza. Today may very well betoo late.
Asl sad, you're coming with me, and if you resist the order, then | have people who will enforceit.”



"People?" Jazz laughed out loud. "Damn, this| gottasee.”

The elevator doors opened, and Gregory Ivanovich gavethem al awide, lovely smile. The wolf was
back in hiseyes. "Do you?' he asked Jazz, and gestured politely for them dl to get in the levator.
"Perhaps better if you don't see.”

Hewas holding agun. Gutsy, Luciathought, consdering that just feet away were Sx armed FBI agents.

He had the gun focused unwaveringly on Jazz's heed. "In the eevator, my dear,”" he said—not to Jazz, to
Lucia "l would hate to haveto create amess dl over the federa agents |obby to make my point. No!"
he said sharply, without shifting his gaze, as McCarthy moved forward. Ben instantly stopped. "Y ou
know | meanit. One a atime, into the devator. My lovely Luciafirg.”

She moved in and took the opposite corner. She knew of no one with more iron concentration than
Gregory; shed seen him hold atarget in the middle of afirefight, waiting for just the right second to pull
thetrigger. McCarthy seemed to have redized it as well; he came next, hands well away from his body.
Laskinsfollowed, sanding behind Gregory.

Gregory smiled very dowly at Jazz, and made atiny little gesture with hisempty left hand.

Shewalked in, eyes till locked on his, full of fury and chalenge. He held the stare as he released the
Hold button and the doors rumbled shut.

It was along ride down. Nobody spoke. Jazz never blinked. Neither did Gregory.
"Your nameis Jazz, yes? Likethemusic?'

She kept on saring. He returned the gun to his shoulder holster with the fast, elegant gesture of astage
magician, about one second before the doors opened.

"You'recrazy, dorogaya. | likethat inawoman.”
"Youand me" Jazz said grimly, "are going to go afew rounds. Y ou know that, right?'
"I look forward to the opportunity.”

Laskins pushed forward, leading the way. McCarthy grabbed Luciasarm. "Stay here," he whispered.
"Go back up, get Rawlins—"

McCarthy waswrong. There was no chance—not even asmall one—that if she went back upstairsthe
FBI could protect her. But that wasn't what made her step out to follow Laskins. It was Gregory
Ivanovich, who knew her aswell as anyone dive, putting two fingersto the back of Jazz's head and

miming pulling atrigger.
She didn't know what Laskinswould do, but she knew Gregory. All too well.

Chapter Fourteen

Therewas abig black limousinein the parking lot acrossthe street and it held al of them comfortably. Or
uncomfortably, thanks to the tension in the passenger compartment. It wasalong, silent ride, but the
landmarks were familiar. Luciaexchanged a quick look with Jazz, who raised her eyebrows and widened



her eyes. Lucia shrugged.

The limousine turned down the dope of a parking garage, and parked on thetop level, next to the
elevatorsof...ther own office building.

"Yourekidding," Jazz sad flatly.

"Y ou may be assured, Ms. Callender, that I'm deadly serioustoday,” Laskins said. "There's nothing I'm
finding remotely amusing.”

Gregory Ivanovich hustled them into the elevators and upstairs. The doors had been opened wide into
their office suite, and dl the lightswere on. No one there. At least, L uciathought, Pansy hadn't been
caught up in thismess. That was some comfort.

L askins opened the doors to the big conference room, with itslong, gleaming table and recessed lighting.

It wasfull of people, who were chatting among themsalvesin a pleasant buzz of sound. Twelve—no,
fourteen of them. Sixteen, counting Laskins, who took a chair at the table, and Gregory, who leaned
againg awal, seeming entirely at home. Lucia scanned the other faces quickly. Laskinswasthe very
image of a successful lawyer, but there was atired, unkempt-looking woman who might have come
graight from tending her kids. A tall, thin black man who wore glasses and looked like a professor. A
dender, well-dressed young woman with understated jewel ry and the unmistakabl e aura of weslth.

The buzz died down as everyone's attention focused on the newcomers.

"Let me guess. The Cross Society,” Jazz said, just as Luciawas about to. "Wow. Imagine how
impressed | am. No, go on. Just imagine.”

The stay-at-home mom smiled. She was the only onewho did.

"Not the entire society, obvioudy, merely afew key players,” Laskins said, and shut the doors. "Be
seated, the three of you."

"Where's James?"' Jazz asked.

"James?' Laskins echoed, asif held never heard the name before. Luciafelt atwinge of anxiety, and saw
itin Jazz, aswdll.

"James Borden, you asshole. Whereishe?' When Jazz got scared, she got belligerent.

"Mr. Borden ison an errand. It's quite an important one, actually. Be seated, Ms. Callender. We don't
havealot of time."

Gregory stepped forward and pulled out achair. He performed an extravagant comic-operabow. Lucia
tried to send Jazz amessage in alast, quick glance, and did into an empty chair on the other side of the
table. McCarthy took the one next to her.

Gregory bowed again, even more comicdly.
Jazz gritted her teeth and sat.

"What inthe hdl isthis, Laskins?' Luciaasked. For answer, he held up hishand. Gregory stepped
forward and put something intoit.

A red envelope.



"This" he said, "isaduplicate of what went to Ms. Calender earlier inthe day,” he said. "It waswaiting
for her when she arrived back at her temporary home in Manny Glickman's warehouse. Go ahead. Open
it, Ms. Cdlender."

Jazz just stared at him. Didn't reach for it. After along enough pause that it became clear she wasn't
about to comply, Luciareached over and took it. She opened it and took out a single white sheet of

folded paper.

Onit waswritten, DO NOT ALLOW LUCIA GARZA TO CARRY THROUGH WITH THE
INVESTIGATION, OF J&JELECTROPLATING.

No letterhead, no signature. Lucialooked up at Jazz, who returned her stare without flinching. There was
something fiercein her eyes.

"Did you get it, Ms. Cdlender?' Laskins asked.
"Yes" Jazz said. "'l got it."

"Thenwhy did you fail to follow ingtructions? Do you not yet understand the seriousness of the Situation?
When you fail to follow our ingtructions, people die.”

"Y eah, and guess what? When we do follow your ingtructions, peopledie,” Jazz said. "I'm Sick of
operating in the dark. No more of these mysterious bullshit messages from nowhere. Y ou want to enlist
usinyour amy of do-gooders, you'd better damn well convince me how holding off on busting abunch
of terrorigtsis doing good!"

"It'snot your job to question how or why we give these ingtructions!" Laskins bellowed. His face had
gone entirely red, so mottled L uciawas afraid he was going to clutch his chest and hit the floor.

"Biteme!" Jazz screamed. ™Y ou guystreat uslike trained monkeys, and you know what? We can make
our own decisons. Isn't that why were so damn valuable to you? Becauise what we do matter s?"

"Yes," sad the thin black man, farther down the table. Hed helped himsdlf to acup of tea, Luciasaw. By
the looks of other cups around the room, they'd also Sarted the coffeemaker. They'd certainly made
themsalves thoroughly at home. "Y es, you do make your own decisons. And you have no ideahow
much chaos that creates, do you? Presumptions are made about how the time stream will run—they have
to be made, or we'd never be able to predict any outcomesat dl. Y ou are a fulcrum upon which events
turn. And when you don't do aswe've asked, you upset everything.”

The hausfrau next to him laughed gpologetically. "Y ou've logt them, Jeffrey." She put aplump, motherly
hand over hisand gave Luciaawarm smile. "Y ou have to imagine the scope of what we're talking about,
ladies. It'snot just an elther-or proposition. It's like the biggest pin-ball game you can imagine, with a
hundred thousand ballsin play, and amillion flippers, each of which has asimple decison to make. Do or
don't. You see, it was asimple decision we made on your behaf—don't move on the terrorist
information. In connection with about fifty other smple decisons, it cleared the way for something
important to happen. However, now al of that isunclear again, the ball randomly bouncing. We can't
control what we can't foresee."

Lucialooked around at dl of them, dl the quiet faces, ranging from scowlsto smiles. "Y ou're
al...psychics?Like Smms?’

"Oh, no." The man caled Jeffrey sipped histeaand looked put out at the question. "There areonly a
handful of genuine psychicsin thisworld, you know. Fifty or so, in any generation—"



"Sixty-two as of last week," murmured an old, creaky gentleman two chairs down. He blinked at Lucia
benignly from behind thick, magnifying lenses.

"Edgar, it doesn't matter. | wasn't trying to be precise, | was—"

"Precisonisimportant,” Edgar said. "'l wouldn't want our new friendsto think we weren't precise. My,
no."

Jeffrey shot himagrim look. "As| was saying, | could give you the exact mathematica equations about
how we derive the existence and location of these people, but | doubt it would mean anything to you. To
put it smply, we are akind of clearinghouse. In addition to Smms, who founded our organization, we
maintain facilitiesin which quite anumber of precognitives are housed and cared for. They give us
predictions—some, as many as hundreds each day. We feed these into a sophisticated mathematical
model, and from that, we see the shape of thingsto come. Not in detail, you understand. In generdlities.
The psychicsthemsdves are pecific, but in combining their prophecies you lose the—the details. Y ou
understand?"

Luciaexchanged afast ook with Jazz. Why isn't Borden here? She couldn't tdl if Jazz wasthinking
about that; her partner looked closed and coplike, utterly unreadable. Just like McCarthy, next to her.
How much of this had he heard before? How much did he believe? Not enough, obvioudy, if hed findly
broken with the Society and gotten himsdlf tossed injail for histroubles.

"Yes, | understand,” she said, athough she wasfairly certain that she didn't. "Y ou get hundreds of
predictions aday. Somehow you create scenarios out of blending al of them together, to show you the
future”

"No," Laskins said. He'd recovered some of hiscam. His color was ahot pink instead of deep red, and
he'd seated himself again. "Not the future. A—sketch of thefuture. A rough outline of it, with some
detailsin placeto giveit structure and scope.”

"And if you don't like what you see," McCarthy said, "you just figure out which pinbal leversto push until
you get what you want."

It was asif they'd forgotten he wasthere. All eyesturned toward him. If hefelt the weight of it, he didn't
let it show; he was reconfiguring a paper clip into steel origami, and he kept right on doing it.

"What they're not teling you," McCarthy continued, "isthat they're dl about the greater good. Excuse
me, the greater good asthey seeit. So if acouple hundred people have to diein an upcoming terrorist
attack, well, those are acceptable losses if that still takes us down the path they want usto follow.”

"Peopledie," said ayoung woman dressed in ill-fitting blue jeans over askeletd frame. Her amswere
frighteningly thin, asif sheld just come from a prison camp. But since her skin had atanning-salon glow,
Luciawasfairly certain that it was the gauntness of fashion, not famine. "Y ou can't make decisonslike
this based on individuas, it makes everything worthless. Y ou have to take awider view than that.”

"I'm surethat's agreat comfort to the dead,” Luciasaid. "That they died for areason.”

"Everybody diesfor areason,” Laskinssaid. "We just try to make it a better reason than random
chance"

"That apply to dl of you, too?' McCarthy asked. They looked surprised. "No. Didn't think so. That's just
for the rank and file, right? The chorus? The spear carriers? The guy on the left, in the back row, whose
name we never know? It'sokay if he diesfor areason. Not if your own kid does." He got up, staring a



them in bitter contempt. "I told you before, I'm not playing your game.”

The gaunt woman smiled cynicaly. "So you'vetold us" she said. "Have you informed your friends that
we provided the information that got you out of prison? In return for your cooperation?”

McCarthy dowly bent over and put his handsflat on the table, staring at her. If looks could kill... Lucia
shuddered a what wasin hisface. Sheld thought Gregory had the wolf in him, but thiswas something
eseagan.

"I'm not working for you." He said it softly, but it was|oaded with meaning. "Y ou have no ideawhat it
costsme, but I'm not doing it. Do you understand me?'Y ou can send me back to prison. Y ou can kill
me. You can't make me do what you want."

"| think you'll find," she said in an even softer whisper, "that it no longer matters, Mr. McCarthy. Y ou've
served your purpose. You're Chorus. Y ou're that poor man in the back row whose name we won't
remember when you die.”

Silence. Luciafet her whole body trembling with the tension of it. There was something terrible being
sad, something awful in Ben'sface.

"What did you do?' he asked, and suddenly al that control was gone, and he was moving, moving fast,
screaming. "What did you do, you bitch? You were just supposed to take care of her, you weren't
supposed to—"

He went over the table. The woman stumbled backward, terror written al over her face.

"No!" Laskinsyelled, and then it was amelee, and when it was over, McCarthy was on the carpet,
facedown, panting, with Gregory's kneein hisback. "I will not have this, do you understand? This
behavior is unacceptable!™

"Unacceptable!" McCarthy's voice broke. ™Y ou fucking bastards, you have no ideawhat you're doing,
doyou? Ak Smms. Ask Smmsif you don't believe me."

Silence. The assembled members milled around, and some of them returned to their chairs. Laskins
looked around the room, then cleared histhroat.

"Unfortunately, we can't do that," he said. "Max Smms broke out of his prison three days ago. We have
no ideawhere heisat thispoint.”

The thank-you messages Jazz and L ucia had gotten had been signed, ininvisbleink, by Max Simms,
They don't know that, Luciathought, and met Jazz's eyes.

Jazz amiled dightly. Not anice expression. She was furious, and she wanted to hit something, anything.

Thefact that she hadn't, that she'd let McCarthy be taken down without jumping in with both feet, was
sgnificant. "What do you want?' Luciaasked. "Why are we here?" Laskins seemed to forget about
McCarthy for amoment to focus back on the two of them.

"You're here for the same reason we all are. Becauseif you weren't, you'd be dead,” he said. "And
redlly, we can't have that happen. Not just now. Now if you don't sit quietly, I'm going to have Mr.
Ivanovich handcuff and gag you."

"What are you waiting for?" Jazz demanded.



"Something terrible.” It was one of the other Cross Society members, a sad-looking little manin agray
sports coat. He had aragged fringe of gray hair clinging to the crown of hisskull, and big dark eyes
behind round glasses. " Something terrible. | wish we could avoid it, but it'simpossible. Something
terrible must happen.”

Gregory Ivanovich let McCarthy up off of the floor and tossed atangle of zip ties onto the conference
table, dong with three leather ball gags. Tools of histrade. Luciafet her somach clench when she saw
them.

"Sit quietly, or I will doit," he said. "Y ou know it, dorogaya. Tdl them.”
Lucialeaned forward and put ahand on Jazz'sarm. A light pressure, but Jazz got the message.

McCarthy roseto hisfeet, breathing heavily, face dtill red with fury, but he didn't say anything either.
After amoment, he took the chair next to Jazz and clasped his handstight on top of the table. His
knucklesturned as pae as parchment. Silence.

"That's better," Laskins said, and turned to look out the window &t the view. "That's better. Now, we
walt."

Two hours later, with no explanation, one of the Society members beeper went off, and some unspoken
sgnd was passed. They dl relaxed.

Somewhere, something terrible had happened.
"Take them into the other room," Laskins said to Gregory. "Lock them in. Well seeto them later.”

He nodded and made a gesture to get L ucia, Jazz and McCarthy to their feet. The next roomwasan
empty office, and Gregory showed them in with another of his extravagant gestures. Withagunin his
hand, of course. "No lock on the door," Jazz pointed out. For her, it was a pretty mild tone. Gregory's
lipsgrinned, but the rest of hisface stayed entirdy ill.

"Pretty one, I'mthelock,” he said. "I'll be sitting in achair across from the door. By al means, openit.
I'm avery good shot, but | can ways use the practice." He pulled the door shut.

"Hesbluffing," Jazz said.
"No," Luciasighed. "He'snot. Ben?'Y ou okay?'

He hadn't said aword. He didn't even look at her. "I'm fine." He didn't sound fine. He sounded—terrible.
"How long you think they'll keep us here?’

"Who the hell cares?' Jazz retorted. She stalked toward him. ™Y ou want to explain now?"

Hiseyesfocused on her, then did away. He waked toward awindow, changed course and folded
himsdlf into achair in the corner. Eyes shut.

"Oh, no you don't," Jazz said, and followed him. She stood over him, hands balled into figts. "What they
sad in there. About the Cross Society getting you out of jail. That was bullshit, right? Right?"

Hedidn't answer. Luciafdt what waseft of the strength of fear bleed away, and her muscles demanded
shesit. Sheleaned, instead, trying to look composed. "No," she said for him. "It wasn't. The pictures
exonerating you were genuine, but they'd withheld them, hadn't they? They wanted something from you.



And until you agreed, they wouldn't release the evidence that would get you out of prison.”
"l wasn't guilty,” he said. Hiseyeswere till shut.

"1 know," she murmured. "Not of those murders.”

"Wait aminute. They did release the pictures,” Jazz said. "So...you agreed..."

McCarthy stayed quiet. Jazz reached down and grabbed the faded shoulders of his open flannd shirt,
hauling him to hisfeet. "Y ou agreed,” she repeated, and her voice was deadly quiet. "To what?'

"It doesn't concern you."
"No," Luciasaid. "It concerns me. Doesn't it?"

His eyes opened, and even as numbed and tired and betrayed as she was, she flinched from what wasin
them. Jazz kept asking the question, but Luciaknew full well McCarthy wasn't going to answer her. She
walked to the window and stared out, thought about L askins treating himself to the same view onewall
over.

She dug her cell phone from her purse and speed-dialed Manny's number.
No answer.

The office door opened, and an older man walked in. He was dender and stooped, with mild blue eyes
and thin white hair. Short, maybe five foot five & most.

Helooked sweet and alittle logt, and his clotheswere too big for him. He smiled at them impartialy,
closed the door behind him and walked across the room to the bare desk. He sat down in the chair, did
open the bottom drawer and took out aduffel bag. He unzipped it and reveaded four military-issue
breathing masks.

"You'll need these," he said, and held one out. Nobody moved. "Tick tock, people, tick tock. Let's
move."

"Who the hell isthis?' Luciaasked in confusion, and she looked &t Jazz for information.

Jazz was garing a the man intently and didn't answer.

McCarthy did. He stepped forward, took the gas mask and said, "Meet Max Simms."

And then he put on the mask.

Jazz took the second one. SSimms favored her with a bestific smile, then turned his attention to Lucia
"Max Smms," sherepeated. "Yourekidding."

"We don't have time for introductions,” Simms said, and checked awatch on hisleft wrist. "Let's see, did
| adjust it for thetime zone? Yes, | think | did. Y ou have approximately ten seconds to make your
decison, Lucia Forgive meif | don't wait."

Jazz had tugged on her mask. Smms put hison.
Lucialooked a them dl, one after another, and grabbed for the last one.

Shegot it in place as Smm's sllent finger count went to three, then to two, then to asingle index finger.



Thento zero.

Nothing seemed to happen a al. Shefdt nothing, smelled nothing except the industria plagtic of the
mask and her own sweat. Her breath was coming fagt, too fast.

"What the hell isgoing on?' she asked. The plastic muffled and distorted her voice, but she was pretty
sure the others could hear her. Jazz lifted her hands and dropped them. McCarthy shook his heed.

Smmssad, "Obvioudy, somebody's delivered gasinto thisbuilding.”
"Letha?" Lucia's mind went to the drums of chemicasback at the warehouse.
"No. Wait, please.”

If anything had happened in the other rooms, there was no indication at al. No sound. The minutes
seemed to drag on, and on, and on. Simms waited, watching the second hand of hiswatch, and then
moved to the door and opened it.

Gregory Ivanovich was nowherein sight. A chair sat empty where held been. No signs of struggle.
Simmsled them toward the elevators. Asthey passed the conference room, Luciasowed and looked in.

Empty chairs, pushed back unevenly from the table. A handprint on the glass, smudging the sunlight. An
overturned cup, with coffee dripping from the edge of the table onto the floor.

There were drag marks on the carpet.

She heard the steady chop of a helicopter—no, helicopters. She dashed forward to look out of the
window just asthree large black aircraft gained the sky and headed for the far horizon.

Where had they come from?

"Eidolon,” she whispered. Her breath fogged the plastic of the gas mask. "Son of abitch. Y ou're working
with them.”

Simmstook her by the elbow and silently walked her from the conference room out to the lobby. He hit
the button for the devator and stood with his hands behind his back, bouncing on histoes asif he had
energy to burn. He hadn't taken off the mask. Luciafet sweat trickling down the sides of her face and
itched to rip the thing away, but she didn't dare. What the hell had just happened? How had Eidolon
pulled that off? Not without help, that much was sure. ..

McCarthy's hand touched hers and twined around it, holding fast. She looked at him, but he was staring
straight ahead, face unreadable under the gas mask. She shook free.

Oncethey werein the devator and the doors had shut, Simms stripped off his gas mask. Jazz was yelling
even before hers hit the floor. "What in the hell was that, you asshole? What the hell isgoing on?"

"l just saved your lives" Smmssaid. "Well, Jazz, yoursand Ben's. Lucias surviva has aways been
assured.”

"Excuse me?' Luciatossed her gas mask in a pile with the others. The devator continued down to the
parking level, dinged and disgorged them into the empty structure. No sign of the limousine that had
delivered them. Smms looked momentarily nonplussed, and then smiled as a shadow rumbled at the top
of the ramp and started down.



Manny's black Hummer, glossy and impenetrablein thelight. Hewas driving.

James Borden was in the passenger seat. He jumped out as the vehicle squealed to a stop, and threw
open dl the doors.

"Inthecar,” Smmssad. "Thisian't safe”
That, Luciathought, was the understatement of the century.

"You'reinonthis?' Jazz asked Manny, when they'd piled into the SUV and pulled out of the parking lot.
Simmswas in the back, with Borden and McCarthy; Jazz and Luciawere up front. Not that Luciawas
happy having Smms at her back, but she wouldn't be any happier having him next to her.

Manny shot Jazz a near-panicked look. "1n on what?"
"The Cross Society crap. Whatever crack dream conspiracy thisis!"
"What?'

Jazz got control of hersdlf, or at least enough to take in a couple of deep breaths. "Why did you show
up?'

"Borden said you needed aride. Jazz, you know | don't like strangersin my car. Who ishe?”

Jazz |ooked over her shoulder at Borden, then at Simms. She turned around and started to answer, but
Borden cut her off. "We can talk about this at the warehouse."

"No freakin' way am | taking astranger to my house," Manny said. He stared &t Smmsin the rearview
mirror. Smms stared back. "No freakin' way."

Smmslooked away and said, asif heweretaking to thin air, "Ben, how did you locate the unmarked
spot where Mr. Glickman had been buried dive?'

Manny braked. Cars honked al around them, and he blinked and hit the gas. Going alittle too fagt, this
time.

"Answer the question, Ben,” Simms said gently.

"| followed the leads. | worked the case. So did Jazz."

"Y es, but you had something Jazz didn't, isn't that true?"

"Donit."

"You had luck."

"Not everything is your goddamn psychic powers at work, Smms."

"Not everything," Smmsagreed. "And you would have found Manny eventudly. But | helped you find
him beforeit wastoo late. In the nick of time, in fact. Wouldn't you agree with that?"

Silence. McCarthy was staring intently out the window. Manny, on the other hand, was an open
book—swesting, shaking, clearly and deeply rattled.

"Mr. Glickman, I'm not astranger to you,” Smmssaid. "l wish | could have helped you before you
experienced— what you experienced. It is not a perfect world, and what | do is even more imperfect



than that. But | need you now. | need your help. And I'm asking you to give it even though | know that
it'sagaing your nature."

"Did he—" Manny's voice failed, choked off. He dowed and stopped at alight, but Luciacould tell that it
wasjud reflex, not thought. He was driving on autopilot. "Ben, did this guy tell you where to find me?"

McCarthy closed hiseyes. "I knew whereto find you. He told me exactly whereto dig. Without that—it
would have been another hour, probably."

Manny's eyesfilled with tears. Lucia, even though she knew it wasn't welcome, even though she knew
hed flinch, put her hand on hisarm.

Hedid flinch. But not as badly as he might have.

"Y ou don't have to do anything you don't want to, Manny," Luciasaid. "Ever. Y ou know that. Neither
Jazz nor | would ever ask it of you."

He nodded convulsively, gulped in abresth and hit the gas when the light turned green.
Simms settled back, content, smiling.

She hated him, in that bright and completely lucid second.

"You know," Jazz said, as Manny pushed together two worktables and unfolded camp chairs, "we ought
to just office here. Save oursalvesthetrouble.”

"Y ou couldn't afford therent,” Manny said. He wasn't looking a Ben or Smms. Ben, in turn, seemed to
be avoiding everyone. The tenson was so pa pable it waslike avibration under Lucias skin.

"Kidding."

"Y eah, wdl, I'm not in the mood, Jazz." Manny walked over to the part of the warehouse that was
designated as hislab, opened a drawer, dammed it, opened another.

He came up with apistal. A .38, Luciathought. He pointed it directly at Max Simms, who didn't—of
course— look remotely worried or surprised.

"Hey!" Jazz ydped. "Manny, whet the hell—"

"Speeking of serid killers" Manny said quietly. "Y ou think | don't know why he went to prison? | know."
His hand was shaking. "Give me agood reason why | shouldn't just kill him now.”

“Prison wouldn't be kind to you, Manny," McCarthy said. He hadn't moved from where he stood.
"That'sit? That's your reason?"

"The only reason | know. Hey, go ahead. Kill the son of abitch, asfar as1'm concerned. None of this
crap matters to me anymore.”

"Well, it mattersto me," Jazz said. "Manny, don't. He can help us"”
"Y eah? Like he heped me?'

"Hedid hdp you, Manny."



"He could have doneit earlier! " Manny ydled, and for ablinding second L uciathought held fire. But
then he threw the gun back in the drawer and dammed it and stalked away. "Fuck. Do what you want.
I'll bein my office"

He went to the far door at the end of the room, punched in numbers and went through. The door—at
least three inches of' solid meta—sed ed with asolid thunk behind him, and the lights on the pandl turned
blood-red.

"What happened back there?' That was Borden, who was looking furious and ruffled and belligerent. His
hair was spiked again, not so much from over-gpplication of product but from running his hands through
itindigraction. "Where are they? Laskins and the others?

Smms, for answer, checked hiswatch. He was till looking down at it when he said quietly, "By this
time? Nearly al of them are dead. Therest are running for therr lives. Unfortunate.”

Borden's mouth opened and closed, and he leaned on the makeshift conference table and let his head
drop forward. Struggling for control. "Laskins?' he asked.

"Milo Laskinsisdive" Smmssad. "l don't see any possibility that hell haveto give up hislifeinthe
current scenario. However, hisdays at Gabriel, Pike & Laskins are numbered, Mr. Borden. Your Star is
in ascendance. Fed freeto be grateful.”

Borden's head snapped up. His face was stark. " Grateful ?'

"Y ou had no redl affection for those people, and we both know it. Y ou disagreed with them quite a
number of times, most recently just today. Let's not have any gnashing of teeth.”

"Y ou unbelievable bagtard.”
"Takeaseat."
"Not with you. Y ou arranged this—"

"Take a seat, Borden." Smms's voice snapped with command, and for a second there was nothing soft
about him, nothing at dl. Luciaremembered Jazz's description of him. Creepy. "Therest of you. Sit
down. | don't havetimefor your higtrionics.

"What about mine?' Ben McCarthy's voice was soft, and somehow even more intense than Smmss.
Lucialooked over a him, but he was turned away, showing her only ahard profile, an angular shoulder,
afigt clenched a hissde. "Y ou got time for mine?!

Simmsmet hiseyes. "I'm sorry. That was not my choice, Ben. That was never my choice.”
"It served your purposes.”

"Yes. It did. It does. It will. What you're referring to had to happen. How it happened was your doing,
by the decisions you made. Y ou knew what the Society wanted from you. Y ou chose to do otherwise.”
Simms sudied him for afew secondsin silence. "How long have you known?"

‘They told me, earlier today. Indirectly.” McCarthy'slips stretched, baring histeeth, but it wasn't asmile.
"They said I'd served my purpose. And we both know what that purpose was, from the very beginning.”

"All right, I'm calling bullshit," Jazz said flatly, and did into achair next to McCarthy. Sheleaned on her
elbows, saring & Smms. "What the hell are you two talking about?'



Nobody answered her. Borden pantomimed | have no idea with ahelplesslift of hisshoulders,

"About what happened to mewhen | wasmissing,” Luciasaid. "Am | correct? Gregory Ivanovich was
behind that, at least.”

"Hedid hispart." Smmssyelowed teeth flashed in asmile. "Don't worry. Mr. Ivanovich left and isn't
looking back."

" Something happened to mewhile | was missing.”
"Y ou weretreated for your illness.”
"Something dse”

Simms, for answer, removed a sealed manilaenvelope from his jacket pocket, unfolded it and did it
acrossthetable. Not to her. To McCarthy.

McCarthy didn't touch it. "What isit?"

"Proof. | was hoping we might be able to avoid the unpleasantries, but you seem determined.”
"Y ou son of abitch. Y ou cold-blooded—"

"Inprivate," Smmssaid. "Asyou sad, it isa persond matter."

McCarthy shoved back from the table and stared down for afew seconds.

"I need someplace quiet,” he said. "No surveillance. No cameras.”

Jazz |ooked around and said, " Darkroom. Second door along the wall."

Chapter Fifteen

The darkroom was equipped with red lights—bright enough, but unsettlingly bloody. M cCarthy ushered
Luciainsde and closed the door, flicked the interior dead bolt and put his back againgt it. The manila
envelope was clutched tight in his hand.

It was close quarters in the room, and even though it was well ventilated, the chemica soup of devel oper
burned her nose and throat. Empty developing trays were laid out, and there was a clothedline of drying
prints at the far end of the room, above the table.

"What inthe hdll isthisabout?' Luciademanded. Her head was aching from the secrecy. "Why am | the
only one who's safe? Ben, you have to explain this."

He didn't open the envelope. Instead, he said, "'l was approached in prison after | got the beating, the
onethat put mein the hospitd. | knew | was agoner in there, you understand? No way was | going to
surviveif the Cross Society decided | needed to go.”

"Y ou made aded with them to get out of prison. | know that."

"Y ou haveto understand, Lucia. | didn't know you. | didn't know anything about you, except that the
Cross Society had picked you. Y ou were aname on a piece of paper to me."



There was atable a her back. The edge of it dug into her spine, low and cold. "Ben—"

"I would have agreed to anything to get the hell out of there. I'm not proud of that. I'm not proud of much
inmy life, but that wasalow point." Hetried for asmile, and it came out wrong.

Shefdt it coming, the way wild animals seemed to sense earthquakes on the way. "Ben, are you saying
your dibi was afake? Did you—"

"Kill them?" Hisblue eyes were utterly unreadable in thisred light. They didn't look blue at al, just empty.
"Couple of drug dedlerswho were responsible for at least half a dozen bodies, and those were just the
onesthey'd personaly whacked? Who'd sold crack to ten-year-old kids and seventy-year-old
grandmothers? Who raped when they wanted, stole when they wanted, and ran their block like some
kind of prison camp? Or do you mean the girlfriend, who was so high she once sold her own
two-year-old daughter to a pedophileto pay off aloan? Who couldn't even sober up enough to cal the
copswhen her kid fell down the stairs and broke her neck, so she put her out with the garbage instead?
God, Lucia. What do you think?"

Thereweretearsin hiseyes. Tearson his cheeks. She couldn't tdll if they were from fury, pain or regret.
Or loss, theloss of what they'd nearly had, the loss of possibilities.
Shedidn't answer.

Eventudly, he gave her the truth himself. "No. | didn't kill them, but God, | should have. The pictures
exonerating me were legit. Still, the Cross Society would have let merot in prison for something | didn't
do. I figure they arranged the whole thing the first time so that | wasin cold storage, so they could have
me when they needed me."

Hewiped his cheeks distractedly with the palm of his hand. Now that he'd started looking directly at her,
he didn't seem to be able to stop. Asif he was hungry for the sight of her, and knew thiswas going to be
hislast chance. "They wanted me to meet you," he said. "And they wanted meto get you in bed as soon
as| possibly could.”" It hit her as funny, because sheld been braced for so | much worse. She laughed
out loud, involuntarily, and covered her mouth with her hand. "That'sit?" she asked, and swallowed
lunatic giggles. That'stheir big master plan? Get uslaid? Y ou didn't even—"

She stopped. All of the humor fell away, down ablack hole that didn't seem to have any bottomto it at
al. "l wasgoing to say you didn't even try,” she said dowly. "But that's not true, isit? That first night. The
gpartment. Y ou thought about it.”

"No," hesaid hoarsdly. "I wanted it. | needed you. | mean, | would have doneit if it had just been sex,
but dammit, you were—do you understand? | looked at you and | wanted you. Not alie. | wanted
something red, not just—"

Sheremembered him pulling away and stalking to the window. Drinking hisbeer in convulsive gulps. Do
they call cabs, your guys downstairs?

His choice. And again, the second time. She'd asked him back to the apartment. Hed—turned her
down. She'd even been surprised by it. Hurt by it.

"| thought that thisonetime, at least, | could make adecison for mysdf. But | couldn't. They took it
away fromme."

"Oh, God. Ben, what'sin the envelope?”’



"Proof that I'm no longer necessary in dll this.”

He opened the envelope. There were picturesingde. She saw him look down at them, and he made a
sound, an animal groan of pain, and did down the door to a crouch. Staring at the photos. Shuffling
through them. ™Y ou bastards," he whispered. "They made these for me. Just to show me how little |
matter. How they can take everything away." She couldn't stand it. She lunged forward and grabbed for
them. He moved, lightning-quick, and took hold of her forearms, pulling her down to her knees.

The photos spilled over the concrete floor between them, glowing in the lurid red light. Black-and-white
photos, taken from above. Grainy, asif ripped from a surveillance feed.

A woman lying on awhite hospita-style bed, wearing aloose gown.
Knees up. Feet in ftirrups. Some kind of medical procedure. Somekind of ...

Luciacried out and buried her face in McCarthy's shoulder. In hiswarmth and strength. He kissed the
top of her head and rocked her, and she twisted to stare at the photos again, silent now.

The stroking of hishand on her hair was amost hypnotic. "It'sal agameto them. Percentages,” he said.
"Anthrax to get you sick and vulnerable, and keep you running scared. They'd planned to check you into
the hospital and get it done there, but Eidolon kept disrupting things, forcing their hand. | didn't carry
through on getting you in bed, but it didn't matter, they had a backup plan. When you findly did collapse,
when you were unguarded—they took you."

She stared at the photographs. The details of an invasion of her body, clinically photographed.

"| dreamed," she murmured. "I dreamed of lights... Thiswasit, wasn't it? It wasn't dl trestmentsfor the
anthrax. Thefeding of violation."

Hedidn't answer. There didn't seem much point, she supposed. It wasright there, in the pictures. The
doctorswith their tools and their completely scientific rape of her body. "How many times?' Shefdt asif
there was a huge weight on her lungs, suffocating her. Like the old wives tae of waking with the cat on
her chest, stedling her breath. This could not be true. Could not be happening.

"I don't know. Asmany asit took to make sure, | suppose.” His voice sounded raw. Bloody. "You're
just atool, Lucia. Just abody and a genetic code and a place in history, standing where they need
somebody to stand, for the greater good." The weight of sarcasm he gave the last two words made her
shiver. "And our baby's going to be exactly the same.”

She dtirred and looked up. Her hair had fallen over her face, and she pulled it back out of the way. " Our
baby?' He kissed her. Not on thelips, on the forehead. A burning kiss of anguish and apology. "I can't
be sure without a DNA test, but yeah. They took sperm samples during the testsin the prison hospitd,
before they told mewhat | was supposed to do. That was what they wanted from me. Pretty much dl
they ever wanted. Their backup plan, in case |— got difficult about things. | guessjust anybody wouldn't
do. Had to be me."

They sat in silence, surrounded by the fallen photographs, wrapped around each other for comfort, until
Jazz rapped on the door and asked if everything was okay in there.

Lucia gtraightened, wiped her face free of moisture, and forced asmileto her lips. McCarthy, bleached
of color by the lights, looked awful. She didn't expect she looked any better. "Nobody el se needsto
know," she said. "Y ou and me. Nobody else.”



"‘HZ—"
"No. Nobody. Promiseme.”
"l promise.”" He gave her awan, empty smile. "Theleast | can do.”

"No," shesaid. "Theleast you can do isthink of yoursdlf. Whatever thet is. Leave. Stay. Hate me. Love
me. Do what'sin your heart, Ben. Whatever that is, just do it. Quit making decisions based on what you
think | want."

His eyes opened wider, and for a second he didn't move or speak. She wasn't sure if he was thinking or
just fedling stunned. And then, without saying aword, he kissed her. A hot, damp, desperate kiss, tasting
of tears. Wild, distilled passion. His hands rose to cup the back of her head, urging her closer, and his
tongue nudged her lips gpart.

Shelethimin.

Our choice, shethought, with what little conscious thought she had in that moment. One pure thing. Just
one.

He broke the kiss with atearing gasp and buried hisfacein the hollow of her neck. The moan that came
out of him moved through her like aholy vigtation.

"Whet the hell was that?" she asked, sheky.
"Wht | want."

She wanted to stay there forever, in the safe red light, suspended in the warmth of this moment, but she
reached down and scraped the pictures together, and did them into the envelope. He straightened up and
put his hands on her shoulders, then her face. Thumb tracing her damp, swollen lips.

"Makeit your choice, Lucia Let them chew on that." She held the proof of her wesknessin her hands,
and the proof of her strength in her heart. "Wewill," she said.

They were dl staring when she and McCarthy returned. Jazz opened her mouth to ask, but Lucia
stopped her with alook. "Our business" she said. "It's nothing to do with anybody ese. Right, Sirnms?”

He cocked his head to one side. "Asyou wish."
"l want this over. | want us out of your business, the Cross Society's business, Eidolon's business.”

"That's never going to happen,” Simms said, "aslong as the Cross Society and Eidolon are in operation.
Especidly now." He gave her midsection afast but significant glance. She sat down at the table and put
the envelopein front of her. A slent reminder of just how high the stakes were now.

"Then we shut them down. All of them."

"You can't," Borden argued. "The Cross Society does do good, you know that! Look how many people
you've saved because of the leadsthey gave you. Y ou can't just—"

McCarthy, who hadn't spoken, turned toward him, fists clenched.

"What, now you want to beat on me?' Borden cried. "Fine. Let'sgo. I'm sick of your macho cop
bullshit—"



"James, don't," Jazz said. For her, the response was mild.

"Y eah, James, don't," McCarthy echoed. "Be agood little lawyer and shut the hell up about what doesn't
concern you."

"Back off, Ben." Jazz was up, suddenly, standing between them. ™Y ou want to take whatever thisis out
on somebody, hell, bring it on, I'd love to kick somebody's ass today. Might as well be yours. I'm pissed

ashell a you, anyway."
"I don't need you to fight for me, Jazz!" Borden spat.

"Agangt Ben? You'rekidding, right?' She held up her hands and backed out of theway. "Fine. Y ou guys
arm wrestle for biggest jerk in the room. Let us know who comes out on top. Weve got bigger problems
than this"

She was deadly serious. The tension in the room cranked steadily higher.
"Now." Sheturned back to Lucia. "Y ou were saying...?"

Smms, significantly, perhaps, hadn't said aword. He wasn't watching the brewing confrontation. His
eyes hadn't left Lucia, but she had a sudden eerie fedling that he was seeing through her, beyond her, into
some limitless and terrifying distance.

What did | just change?

"You'reacongant,” Smmssaid dowly. "Eidolon would liketo kill you, but therésno timeline | can see
inwhich you don't survive and—" he caught himself and glanced at the others "—and carry out the task
that the Cross Society intended. In other words, unlike the rest of us, your fateisassured, Ms. Garza.™"

"Meaning?

"Meaning that you are afulcrum upon which we can move theworld." He looked grim suddenly. Tired,
and every moment of hisage, "Y ou can do anything you want to do. And | hope you understand how
grave aresponshility that is. | created Eidolon to help me understand what | was seeing, to right some of
thewrongsinthisworld. And | learned that when you act with knowledge, fate reacts against you. The
more good we did, the more evil there was, asif it was being bred specificaly to counter us, like
antibodies. | wanted to stop. | established the Cross Society to work at cross-purposesto Eidolon, to
try to undo some of the terrible consequences.” He sagged further in his seat. "The world works on
balance. | understand that now. There can be no greater good, because onceit is greater, it isno longer

They weredl slent, watching him.

"Thereis something you can do,” Smmssaid. "Destroy it. Bring it down. Y ou are the only one who can
do that."

Borden shot up again, eyeswide. "You can't."

"She can. Shewill. More than that, Mr. Borden, she should.”

"| can't be part of destroying the Cross Society!"

"Don't haveto," Jazz said. "Eidolon's the one who's got the upper hand. We go after them, right, Simms?"
He nodded. "Right."



"Problem solved.” Jazz stood up. "L. Ben. Let's get busy.”
Borden moved toward her. Intimately close, trying to hold her eyes. "What about me?*

She put ahand flat on his chest. "Y our decision,” shesaid. "I love you. | want to be with you. But you
have to choose now, because I'm not going to be acog in somebody el se's machinethe rest of my life.
We're expendable to them, and personaly, | don't consider you expendable at dl.”

He hesitated, and with a heart-stoppingly tender gesture, covered her fingers with his own. Jazz was not
asmall woman, but his hand dwarfed hers.

"Quit," shesad. "Quit the damn Society. Please, Borden.”

He bent forward and kissed her. A long, thorough, sweset kiss, asif there was nobody elsein the room.
"l haveto fight for what | believein," Borden said.

"Even if the guy who founded it doesn't believe anymore. | can't change my heart that easily. I'm sorry.”

Jazz blinked. For a second there were tearsin her eyes, and in the next, they were gone, drained away,
and something hard and unyidding had replaced them.

"Me, too," she said, and shoved him away with an explosion of force. He staggered back, hit the pillar
behind him and rebounded. She sidestepped, added momentum with a straight arm across his shoul der
blades, and he sprawled facedown across the table. Jazz stepped in, grabbed hisleft wrist and twisted it
up, then patted her pockets absently. "Dammit. Anybody got handcuffs?*

Any of them might have—Ben, Jazz, Lucia—but insteed, it was Pansy Taylor, looking rumpled and fresh
from bed, wrapped in arobe, who walked in on bare feet and tossed a gleaming set of policeissue on
thetable.

"I don't think | even want to know," McCarthy said.

"Morning." Pansy yawned, and watched as Jazz snapped handcuffs on her former boss. "What's going
on?'

"End of theworld,"” McCarthy said. Hewas il sitting, head propped on his hand, watching as Borden
squirmed and struggled.

"Oh," Pansy said. "Just checking. Coffee, then?"
"Yeah, al around. Better get astraw for Borden.”

"Screw you, McCarthy," Borden panted. Jazz grabbed him by the handcuffs and got him upright, then
seated. "Dammit, Jazz, you can't keep me herelike this™

"Sure, | can,” she stated. "And later on, well talk about better ways to handle our relationship issues, but
for right now? Handcuffswork."

McCarthy laughed. A flush mounted in Borden'sface, and Luciathought that if hed had superpowers,
those handcuffs would be bresking like glass right about now.

But hedidn't. You are a fulcrum upon which we can move the world. Luciahad the uncomfortable
fedling that only one of them quaified today as asuperhero, and she didn't like the thought.



"l haveto makeaphonecdl,” shesad.
Nobody commented. Jazz was too preoccupied with avoiding Borden's glares.

Luciastood up and walked to an emptier corner of the vast warehouse space, away from the lights. Out
on the perimeter, thefedling of londlinessincreased. It waslike leaving the orbit of the Earth, launching
out into a cold and uncaring darkness.

She dialed anumber on her cell phone, spoke her name very clearly after the beep and | eft acallback
number. Exactly forty-five seconds after sheld hung up, her cell phone rang, and sheflipped it open.

"Thisisan unexpected pleasure, my love," Gregory Ivanovich said. He did sound gratified.
"Did you take the pictures?’
Silencefor asecond. She might have actualy succeeded in throwing him off.

"| captured them from surveillance, yes." No jokes. Gregory knew it wasn't ajoking matter. ™Y ou know
who isthefather? | deeply regret to inform you it was not me."

"l need afavor."

Sheld surprised him, again. "Are we 0 close that you should think | would give another favor,
dorogaya? For nothing?'

"Not for nothing. Favor for favor. Y oursto be named later, no questions asked.”
"You'd put yoursdlf in my debt?'
IIY$II

He consdered it. "From anyone ese, | would say that you would be lying to me, and that would be most
unpleasant for both of us. But from my dear Lushenkal will grant the possibility you will keep your word.
Very well. Favor for favor. What do you want?'

"An dectromagnetic pulse device." If shed thought she'd surprised him before, sheld been wrong. This
was surprise, thislong stretch of humming silence. He was on an airplane, she thought. Probably riding
fird class, luxuriating in leather seets, egting belugacaviar.

"Sowe aretrading big favors, | see. Very, very big.”
"I needit fagt."

"Interms of trading, we arein the blue chips, yes? What could you possibly do for melater that would
equal this?'

"I don't know. And the point is, neither do you, until you need it But you have my word, and you know
what it'sworth. I1t'swhy you cal me dorogaya. Y ou can takeit to the bank."

"Hmmmm." Hedrew it out into amusicd thread. She could hear the amile. "Very well. | can secure one
for you. It will not be very large and it will not be very portable. Therewill be only one chargeinits
circuits, so you mugt fire it exactly where you want it. The radiusisless than athousand feet. You
understand?’

"l do."



"Whereshdl | haveit delivered?' Manny would kill her if she had former Soviet agents drop-shipping
weapons to his doorstep. Worse, he would quit. "My apartment. I'll pick it up later."

"Y ou're sure you want such atrail ?*

"| trust you can avoid leaving one." "Always. Y ou will haveit tomorrow." He hung up without a
goodbye. I'm going to regret that, shethought. It wasn't even aquestion.

Chapter Sixteen

“This" McCarthy said asthey sat around the worktable four hourslater, eating frozen dinners and staring
at computer-printed floor plans, "isaredly stupid idea, Jazz. | mean, you've had some stupid ideas
before, and God bless you, you've pulled them off, but | don't know about this one. If these guysare as
al-knowing asyou say—"

"They'renot dl-knowing,"” Smmssaid.
"But you don't know what they do know, or when, right?"

Simms shrugged. "Eidolon has more than twenty psychics feeding them predictions. Some of those may
sense what you're about to do. But | think they'd likely discount this becauseit is so supidly
confrontationd.”

"Hey!" Jazz cried.

Lucia patted her on the shoulder. " Stupid is good. Clever would get uskilled.”

McCarthy smiled, briefly. "Not you, apparently.”

"Shut up.”

He cocked an eyebrow. "Y ou and Borden, wanting a piece of me today. What's that about?"
"l have better reasons.”

The color drained out of hisface when she said that, and she wished she hadn't; it wasn't like her to rub it
in. The shock of those obscene photographs was still vivid. Sheld taken them to Manny's shredder and
reduced them to apile of thin crosscut strips, then run them through an acid wash to destroy any chance
of recongtruction. Manny'sidea, when held finaly rgjoined them, athough he hadn't asked what was on
the photos. It seemed likely her expression had told him enough.

McCarthy was mutely waiting.

"Work firgt." She had more than enough to think about. She wondered if she dared ask Manny torun a
pregnancy test for her, or if she wanted to wait until later, until thiswas over and she was free to walk
into astore and have nothing but anormal woman's anxieties. "I'm sorry. Chegp shot.”

"It'snot like | don't deserveit.”
"Guys, walow in whatever yourewalowing in later," Jazz snapped. " Focus, dready. Thisis serious”

Luciasucked in adeep breath. "We go in through the front door, take the device to the server room and



position it. Meanwhile, Manny's guy—" Manny knew guyswho could do just about anything "—hacks
into the off-gte data storage facility and arranges for a system crash there. They may have redundant
backup systems—we have to watch out for that. Manny's guy will be monitoring and will kill any off-site
systemsthey try to bring online. Meanwhile, we set off the EMP in their server room. In and out, fagt, in
the generd confusion.”

"You're going to get yoursaveskilled," Borden said. He was Sitting at the far end of the table, with his
hands handcuffed in front now, not behind. "Jazz, don't do this. Y ou have no ideawhat you're getting
into, you dont. Redlly."

"Y ou have no ideawhat we're getting into, either, Borden," Luciasaid without looking up. "Wevetried it
your way. It hasn't worked. Time for anew approach.”

He was rubbing his head furioudy now, handcuffs clinking together. "Jazz, I'm begging you. Please.”
Jazz said, "Manny, you're going to keep him secured, right?”
"Absolutely," he agreed. He sounded depressed. "But | don't likeit. | don't like any of this."

"Youthink | do?" she snapped back, and covered her eyeswith her hands, pressing. "I'm sorry. Tired. |
want this over, dammit.”

"And | want everybody out of my house," Manny said. "So yesh, I'll watch him. I'll do what you need me
to do. But when thisis over, everybody gets out. And you pay mefor my time. And we go back to the
way thingswere."

"Fine," Luciasaid. Jazz started to protet, but Luciaoverrode her. "Fine. | have no objection to that.
Jazz, youll be okay herefor awhile? | need to go home."

Jazz immediately looked darmed. "What'swrong?*

"Nothing." Everything. "I just need a shower and clean clothes and anap. Plus, the item's being delivered
to methere. I'll bring it here once it arrives.”

"l don't like you going out," shereplied.
"She's perfectly safe” Smmssaid.

"See?" Lucia pushed back from the table and had to brace herself. She felt light-headed from too much
caffeine, not nearly enough rest. God only knew how much abuse her body had taken in the past few
weeks, but it was starting to make its displeasure with the Situation very clear. "A ngpisal | need.”

"Takeit here" Jazz said. "We have an unbdievable bathroom, too. Seven showerheads. Marbletiles.
Whirlpool." It sounded, literdly, like heaven, but she needed something that she couldn't get here.
Silence. Peace. Solitude.

She shook her head. "I'll go," she said. "Everybody ese stays." Jazz opened her mouth. "I mean it, damn
you. Follow orders, for oncein your life." McCarthy snorted. "Manny, can I—"

Hetossed her the keys to the Hummer before sheld even gotten the words out. She nodded in gratitude.
"Gasit up," hecaled after her. "And wash it whileyou're at it!"

Because, of course, saving the world wasn't work enough.



She was a the steel door when she felt someone behind her, and turned to see McCarthy. He leaned a
hand on the metd, another on thewall, boxing her in. "You redly going?' he asked. "Yes. | redly am.”

Helowered hisvoice. "Y ou want to take atest?' She nodded mutely. "Can | come with you?'
"Itisn't safe. You heard Smms.”

"Sweetheart, 1've been in danger my wholelife. | survived some nightsin Ellswvorth that you wouldn't
believe. | think | can surviveaday inyour company.” Hewas dowly leaning closer, asif her gravity was
pulling himin. "Let me comewith you. Please

She looked over his shoulder. Jazz was studying floor plans and ignoring Borden, and he was staring at
her with naked suffering on hisface.

"Let me." Ben'sbreath was warm againgt her face, his voice an intimate whisper in her ear. He pulled
back enough to look into her eyes. ™Y ou told me to make a choice based on what | want, not what you
want. Well, thisisit."

She turned away, opened the door and went down the stairs. She looked back. He was standing at the
top, watching her, holding the door open.

"Coming?' she asked.

The door boomed shut behind him as he ran down the steps toward her.

It seemed oddly normal, shopping at the drugstore— picking up afew odds and ends she knew shewas
running short of. McCarthy slently followed her as she strolled the aides, and shefindly turned to the
shelvesfilled with feminine products.

Pregnancy testswere at the top. She stared at the choices blindly for amoment, then reached up and
took one at random. It looked simple enough. As she was reading the back, she said, "Thiscould dl bea
lie, you know."

"Yeah. Andif itisnt, it probably didn't even work, what they were—doing to you. It doesn't, right? Not
dl thetime"

She added the test to her basket and went to the checkout counter. The clerk didn't make any
comments, and neither did she. She wondered idly which was more uncomfortable, buying intimate things
likethis or seeing asteady progression of them dl day. Teenage boys with boxes of condoms. Hell,
middle-aged matrons with boxes of condoms. Pregnancy tests.

The clerk met her eyes briefly and smiled. "Good luck.” She led the way back to the vehicle, climbedin
and piloted the thing to her apartment.

The gpartment was undisturbed. The upgraded security monitors—Jazz's doing—showed no intrusons,
but then, if Gregory decided to pay another visit, they probably wouldn't. Hed been the one to come and
get her; sheknew it beyond any doubt. That first night, when she'd woken on the couch and found himin
the apartment, had been hisdry run, to test the system. He'd dmost warned her then, she redlized.
Almog.

She locked the door and reset the darms, and exchanged asilent look with McCarthy.



"Y ou do what you need to do," he said, and went into the kitchen. He pulled a beer from the fridge. "I'll
be here."

She went into the bathroom with the box, took off her clothes and grimaced at the state of her hair and
generd hygiene. She stepped into the shower and let hersef fall into akind of trance, lulled by thewarm
water, the flord scents of the shampoo and soaps.

Maybe it isn't true. Maybe none of thisistrue.

Shefinished and stepped out of the shower, damp and glowing, and decisively ripped open the package
to find the test kit.

Ten minutes later, she stared at the single blue line on the Strip.
Oh, my God.

Shefound hersdf diding down against thetiled wall, staring at the plastic holder and the blueline. Sucha
amplething, to make so many terriblethingsred.

She dumped it into the trash can, then followed it with her clothes, for no better reason than she never
wanted to wear them again, or see them again. She washed her hands with vicious thoroughness.

She wrapped hersdlf in her soft fleece robe, damp hair straggling down her back, and opened the
bathroom door.

McCarthy stood there, holding out two choices—beer and soft drink.
Shetook the soft drink.

Helet out hisbresth in along, low sigh and turned away. She thought he was dl right for a second, and
then helet out aharsh yell, punched thewall with hisright hand, then leaned hisforehead againgt the
plaster.

"Fed better?' she asked neutrally. She sipped the cola, grateful for the sweetness, grateful for something
that felt normd inthisincreasingly dienworld.

"My hand hurts," he said. "Define better.”
"Why did you want to be here?’

"Why did you want meto be here?'
"Turn around,” she said.

He did, setting his beer down on the table untouched. She put her drink down aswell, and crossed the
small distance between them. Neither of them reached ouit.

"So how doesit fed," she asked, "knowing you're going to be afather?'

Helaughed. It wasawild kind of laugh, on the edge of fury, and she stopped it cold by putting her hands
on his shoulders, then cupping hisface. He needed a shave. His beard scraped warm across her palms.

"They took away our choices," she said. "But only for amoment, Ben. Only for amoment. Becauseit
would have cometo this, sooner or later, and you know it."



Shelet go of him, and took hold of the sash that held her robe closed. She untied it with dow, ddliberate
motions and let the fabric move away, revealing the gap between her breasts, then the inner dopes.

His breath caught, and he reached out to dowly dide the robe across her shoulders, fingerslightly
skimming skin, and then down over her arms. Shelet therobefall to the floor.

Sheled him to the bed and put her hands on his shoulders. "Don't move." Sheld never seen him thisway
before, so quiet and yet so tense. It wasn't passivity, it was intendity waiting to break free, and it made
her breath grow short, her cheeks burn, her fingers shake. The buttons on his shirt surrendered, and
undernegath that his chest was defined, not muscular, and covered by amat of graying dark hair. Sheran
her fingers possessively through its coarse texture, then down to hook into the waistband of hisblue
jeans.

He stopped bresthing and closed his eyes. Fighting to stay till.

She popped the button loose, and ran her fingernail dowly down the zipper. Teasing. Felt him shudder...
He had more control than she could imagine. She remembered him turning away from her, knowing there
would beapricefor hisrefusa. Maybe afatal one.

He'd never expected that they'd abduct her and force amedical rape on her. She had to believe that.

Shetook hold of the zipper tab and dragged it down, one dow click at atime. Helet out hisbreathin a
rushing moan as she put her pamsflat on his hips, then pulled on the loosened jeans, sending them
tumbling in aheap over hisfest.

Wi, that answered the questions shed briefly entertained about his preferencesin underwesr. .. not that
it mattered now. The briefs followed the pantsto the floor. She ran her hands dowly from his collarbone
across his chest, down the fluttering muscles of his ssomach.

Down.
"Ben," shewhispered. "Y ou can move now."

He opened his eyes and she burned in the fire of them, and then that intensity was loose. His mouth was
everywhere, finding every untouched place to draw a gasp or amoan, those clever fingers knowing
exactly whereto press, how to move.

The things he was saying flowed through her, thick and sweet as honey, words shaped on skin. He drove
her mad with words, and then they |eft the hobbles of language behind, and it was only intensity, and
passion, and love spoken in flesh.

In the moment of white-hot transcendence she felt herself embrace that spark of life buried deep inside,
and wrap the whirlwind around it.

Giving it not just life, but purpose.

Ben collapsed againgt her, gasping for air, and she ran her hands through his graying curls.
"That," he findly managed to growl, "was not what | expected.”

"Not as good?"

"ldiot," he murmured, and put his head back down.

She laughed. After afew seconds, so did he, degp rumbles from his ssomach, subsonic waves through



her skin.

If Simms could see us now, she thought, and was momentarily chilled by the idearthat, just perhaps, he
could.

And so could Eidolon.

There was no way to understand right and wrong anymore. There was only good, and she had to seek it.
She turned toward McCarthy'swarmth, hislove, his sense of safety.

Toward the good.

She woke up fast to aloud buzzing sound, and catapulted out of bed naked, reaching for her gun, before
sheredized two things. One, the sound was the intercom calling for attention. Two, Ben McCarthy had
rolled out of bed on the opposite side, and he had agun in his hand aswell.

They shared rueful smiles, and she kept the weapon in her hand on the way to the keypad, to pressthe
cdl button. "Yes?'

"Sorry to buzz you so early, Ms. Garza, but there was a pecid delivery for you. The guy said to tell you
that it's a package from back East. That make any sense?| can't read the label.”

"No, that'sfine, I'm expecting it. I'll be down in aminute, thanks." She turned back to find McCarthy
pulling on hisbriefs, then his jeans. She waked to him without hesitation and stepped into the circle of his
arms, her bare skin pressed againgt hisfrom the waist up. Theluxury of it nearly overwhelmed her. His
left hand moved lightly up the curve of her arm, and in the morning light she saw afine lacework of lines
around his eyes when he smiled at her. They deegpened when she stroked her fingers through the warm
mat of hair on his chest.

"No regrets?' he asked her.

"Why in God's namewould | have regrets?’

Hetraced theline of her cheekbone with histhumb. “I'm old, you know."
“Older," she acknowledged. "Didn't dow you down."

"Oh, it did," he said, and dropped adow, warm Mss on the skin of her collarbone. "But that has
compensations. Lets me concentrate on getting the most out of every... sngle...moment.”

"I noticed.” When had her voice taken on that particular low purr?'Y ou can't be distracted like this, some
cold part of her brain said. You're drunk on him, Sober up. There are thingsto do.

She couldn't stop touching him.

Hislips moved across her throat, up to the column of her neck.
"l haveto...get...the package," she murmured.

"Yes, youdo."

"Thingsto do."

"Important things."



Her fingers curled in the waistband of his pants.

"| just got those on,” he murmured against her skin. His hands were wandering, too, down her back,
down the smooth curve of her hips. Inward.

"Stop." Shetugged at his pants, pulling him harder against her when he tried to move back for better
access. "l haveto go downdtairs.”

"Likethat? They'll bethrilled.”

"Dressed. | haveto get dressed.” Shefindly found some strength to put behind that statement. "Ben, no. |
haveto do this"

He stopped playing, and the smile dowly died. "Do you?' He searched her face intently. "Are you sure?!

"I'm surethat | can't livelikethis. And neither can you, or Jazz, or for that matter, Smms and Borden. If
Simmsisright, | could bethe only oneleft standing if | don't act. So yes. I'm sure.” Sheread thefear in
him. "I'l bedl right."

"Simms sold out about twenty of hisfriends, so far as| could tell. Forgive mefor not trusting him with
your life”

She stopped him with akiss, along one. I haveto go."

She dressed quickly, just underwear, jeansand T-shirt, feet in apair of flat shoes. Her hair till looked
loose and tumbled, and she could smell McCarthy al over her skin.

She reset the alarm on the way out—native paranoia— and took the stairs to stretch the soreness out of
her leg muscles. Marsh glanced up as she came out the fire door, took in the way she looked, and wisely
said nothing beyond a polite, "Good morning, Ms. Garza." She signed the clipboard and picked up the
package. It was, as Gregory had predicted, heavy; not something one could dip easily into apurse.
Sheld need aduffel bag, or a backpack.

She was thinking about it on the way back up the sairs, but the extraweight in her arms made her
dower. She stopped to readjust the weight on the third floor landing, and as she did, she heard the
ground floor door open, and hard-soled shoes coming up. Men's shoes, from the sound of it. Two or
three pairs of them.

"—both there. Beready. She'satough little bitch, and McCarthy's astone-cold killer. Hell fight to
protect her. | don't want any shooting if we can helpit.”

"If it comesto that—"
"If it comesto that, kill McCarthy, but don't kill her. We need her. Understand?’

Voicescaried. Luciaran dmost soundlessly up another flight, eased open the fire door and sprinted for
the elevator. There was an intercom button next to the Up and Down; she dapped her pAmonit,
juggling the package clumsly. " Security! Security, pickup!”

" Security, yesmdam.”
"Get up to the sixth floor. There are three men on then-way to my apartment and—"

"Ms. Garza? Thisis Marsh, maam. Those men are police officers. They camein just after you picked up
the package—they had awarrant. Nothing | could do.”



"Shit," she whispered, and dapped the call button for the levator. "Marsh, listen to me. Those men are
not police officers.

"I checked their badges—"

"Marsh!" She cut him off coldly, furioudy. "I need you to go dong with me here. Please. Y ou have
information that they're impogters, and you're just doing your job when you lock the damn fire door on
the sixth floor!"

"Maam..." He debated for a second, then another. "I suppose they could have been fake credentials.
We haveto take dl reasonable precautions.”

They'd beto the fourth floor by now. Maybe thefifth, if they werein ahurry. "Marsh? Areyou locking
them out?'

No answer.
The devator arrived. She lunged into it and hit the sixth floor button convulsively, willing it to go fagter.
Theintercom insde of the devator came dive. "Ms. Garza?'

"Yes, Marsh!" Dammit, she hadn't even brought her gun. Hadn't come prepared at al for trouble. Thisis
what happiness brings you. Disaster. She had let hersalf be comforted, and that was death to caution.

"We appear to have had a circuit fault on the sixth floor fire door. It's locked down. The cops are making
their way up to seven.”

"And that one will belocked when they get there?"

"Probably. Fault in the system, malam. But | can't promise you more than ten minutes, max. That'sthe
most | can do.”

"That's good enough.” The doors opened on the sixth floor. "Thank you."

She made it to her apartment, unlocked the door, and caught McCarthy in the act of putting on his shirt.
Helooked up, startled, and she saw him take in the expression on her face.

He reached for his shoulder holster and strapped it on. "Trouble?"

"Ken Stewart's coming with some kind of warrant. No ideawhat it is, but it doesn't matter. Eidolan's
nervous. He's hereto dow usdown,” she said. "Take this." She handed him the package and grabbed
thefirgt thing she could find in the closet—a black canvas backpack, sturdy enough. The darm started a
shrill warning beep by the time she shoved the EM P device inside and zipped the bag.

"Y ou going to shut the darm of f?*

"No. The more confusion, the better.” She grabbed her gun, holster and purse, and moved past him to
the closet at the back. "Come on.” She shouldered the backpack.

"Where?'
"Back door."

It wasn't, exactly, but what building engineers didn't know wouldn't kill them. Though it might givethem a
good fit of pique... She shoved aside the coatsin the closet and pressed hard on the wall behind, which



swung open with a sharp pop of magnets coming loose.

It had been opened before. She saw sets of tracksin the pale dust. Gregory Ivanovich. Hed known that
shewould have built in an escape hatch. And held used it against her.

"Whet thehdll.... 7' McCarthy marveled.

"Shut it behind you." She ducked into the crawl space. Short and dusty, it led into wiring tunndls, which
dumped into a service shaft for the air handlers, with along straight ladder down a centra column. She
started downward.

Somewhere above, in her gpartment, she heard the darm start to wail. Good. That meant confusion,
more cops, possibly even afiretruck or two. The building's clientele thisrich, and most of them
important. The rich aso came with an automatic upgrade of press coverage. With any luck, it would turn
into azoo outside.

Shedidn't trust luck. She jumped the last five rungs of the ladder, landed flat-footed in a crouch and had
her gun in atwo-handed grip as she advanced to the door.

No sound beyond. She eased it open afraction of an inch, but the basement hallway was empty.

"Right." She shut the door and turned to look at McCarthy. "We need to make it to the Hummer. They'll
be waiting somewhere dong theline. They may even have the garage exits blocked off."

"They could have towed the truck," he reminded her.

"No, | don't think so. Not many towing services could handleit, and they'd have ahard time getting a
flatbed truck down where we parked it, or getting the Hummer out if they did. Low cellings. They'll just
guardit. Lesstrouble.”

He nodded. "I'm right behind you."

"l know."

"Try not to shoot anybody."

"Funny,”" she said grimly, "that'swheat they said. They want medive."

That sparked something in his eyesthat was hot and hungry. "l takeit back," he said. " Shoot somebody.
Preferably that rat bastard Stewart, if you seehim.”

She took a deep breath and swung open the door, then ran, light-footed, to the end of the hall. The
parking lot beyond seemed deserted. No sign of surveillance or ambush. The Hummer loomed huge and
black at thefar corner, gpart from the smaller cars and trucks.

She started to move forward, but McCarthy caught her arm and shook his head. He mimed splitting up,
him to the right, her to the | eft. She shook her own head and fished the keys out of her pocket.

"Together," she whispered, making barely asound. He stared at her face, and nodded.
"Together." It wasn't more than amovement of hislips, but it was apromise.

They broke from cover and ran for it. Nobody stopped them. She hit the alarm remote control and
unlocked the doors, threw herself into the driver's side and put the backpack on the floorboard as Ben
climbed in the passenger door. The interior looked cool, dark and untouched. "Too easy,” he said, and



immediately began to look for trouble out the windows. Nothing moved.

"Maybe the darms upstairs distracted them,” she said, and hit the ignition. The SUV garted up witha
rumble, and she backed it fast out of the space, not particularly worried about crumpled fenders or
damaged quarter panels.

"They'll have usblocked in," McCarthy warned. His gun was out.

She nodded and gave him alupine grin. "Let me worry about that. The army doesn't use these monsters
just because of their pretty paint jobs" "Manny's going to kill you."

"Better him than Ken Stewart, wouldn't you say? And if you're going to shoot, roll down the window."

He shook his head and watched the parking garage whip by as she accelerated the Hummer up the
curving ramp toward escape. "Wild woman.”

Bet your ass, she thought, and pressed the accelerator to the floor when she saw daylight, and two
police cars blocking it. She honked, aloud blare, though they could hardly have missed a huge, black
SUV barreling upward, engine roaring. Sure enough, the cops had prudently decided to leave empty cars
in her path.

The Hummer hardly even shuddered at the impact. It dewed out into traffic as she whipped the whed
burned rubber, and it stayed upright only because of the wide whedl base as she steered it down Vine
Street.

"Youredizethat I'll be going to back to prison," McCarthy said, dmost casudly. "Doing crash testswith
squad cars, that's some kind of crime. | know—I used to be a detective.”

"Shut up. You're ahostege.”

"I'mawhat?’

"Hostage. Y ou can truthfully say that | abducted you."

"I'mdriving, after dl.”

"Y ou know, my life with you might be short, but damn, it's going to be memorable.”

She dug one-handed in her purse, came up with her cell phone and flipped it open. Voice-activated acall
to Jazz, because she needed most of her attention for keeping the Hummer on the road and watching for
any police cars moving to intercept. She had to get thisthing off main streetsfadt, before air surveillance
could get to them. Preferably, they needed to change cars. The closest chance would be six blocks
away, in aparking garage behind abank building.

"Yeah?' Jazz sounded deepy.

"Three detectives showed up a my place thismorning, with friendsin patrol cars,” Luciasaid. She hit the
speakerphone button and dropped the phone to the sedt. "I can't come back to Manny's. We need to
move, now, or wewon't get another chance.”

"Damn!" Jazz was wide awake now. "Don't you go without me."
"I may not have achoice. Jazz, | don't think it's safe for you to leave the bunker.”

"Have | ever donewhat's safe? I'll get Manny in motion on the computer stuff. Wait for me.”



She hung up. Luciashook her head and whipped the Hummer into a hard right turn, dowed her speed
and then made an immediate | ft into the parking garage.

"What arewe doing?'
"Switching cars”
Ben sighed. "Car theft. I'm dmogt sure that'sacrime.”

"It'smy own car. | havethree of them, parked in centra locations around the city, al accessible from
mass trangportation.”

"Look," hesaid dowly, "don't take thisthe wrong way, but who hides cars al over the city and hasa
Secret escape hatch in her gpartment, just in case?”

Shetook the ramp up. Second level. The Hummer barely made it—thiswas an old structure with low
cellings. "I'm aprofessona, Ben. And that'sredly al you need to know until I can get you into awarm
bed, serve you some wine and tell you the story of my life."

"Promis=?'
"Yes" shesad softly. "I promise”

She pulled the Hummer into two spaces—it wouldn't fit in just one—next to adull green minivan. "Out.
Grab whatever you think well need from the back. Flak vests, definitely. Rocket launchers optional .”

Shetook her purse and the backpack holding the EMP. She had the minivan started when McCarthy did
insgde. He had aKevlar vest. "FBI issue," he noted.

"Without the FBI printing. Yes. | think Manny has some friendsin federal procurement. Did you get one
for me?'

"Bascblack," he sad. "Goeswith everything. Jazz is meeting us?'

"Sayssheis”

"I got extra."

"Of everything?"

"Pretty much."

They hit sunlight, and she steered the minivan toward the freeway.

"| forgot to ask," he said. "Whereis Eidolon's great big headquarters of evil, anyway?"
"LasVegas," shesad.

Hesmiled.

"Yes," she agreed. "After we save the world, we can take in ashow."

"We take Simms, we could gamble." Ben glanced out the window, checking for tails. "What about a
Vegaswedding?'

"That can't be aproposa.”



"Why not?'

"Let's see—I hardly know you, we're on our way to asuicidaly crazy mission, and I'm pregnant from
immacul ate conception. Y ou'd beinsane to propose to me now."

"Haven't you noticed that I'm not necessarily sane?'
She stopped for alight, the last one, and looked over at him for along few seconds.
"l have," she admitted. "It's one of your better qudities.”

"Vegaswedding,” he said, and leaned his head back againgt the plush upholstery as she accelerated the
van through the green light and made the on ramp. "'I'm going to deep now."

It was going to be atwenty-hour drive, at least. Lucia settled in, and wondered how Jazz was expecting
to mest her.

Shejust knew, though, that somehow, Jazz would.

Jazz showed up at adiner outsde of Fremont Junction in Utah, and immediately took aturn behind the
whed. "Smms" she said, which diminated the need for any other explanations. Lucia, who'd aready
switched off with McCarthy once, gladly gave up driving and stretched out on the bench seat behind.
McCarthy stayed in the passenger seet, talking in low tones with Jazz, and Lucia dipped off into adeep,
exhausted deep for afew hours, until the van stopped for gas again in Cedar City. She was driving once
more when they crossed anarrow strip of Arizonadesert, black and hypnotic at night, and then into
Nevada

The sun rose asthey approached Las Vegas, and al three of them were wide awake for it.

"Straight there," Jazz said, as she stripped of f her flannel shirt and pulled a bulletproof vest over her
long-deeved T-shirt. She snugged it tight, then donned the flannd shirt again. "No stops, right? Smms
said it himself. The more we keep in motion, the harder it isfor them to predict where we're going to be.”

"I hopehesright,” Luciasaid grimly. "Thisisnt hometurf for either of us™"
"Well be okay." Jazz grinned at her, the devil in her eyes. "We're the scary ones, remember?”

"Boy," McCarthy said without looking up as he cinched his own vest tight, "you're really not wrong on
that one."

They cruised down the strip, because it was there and besides, it was on the way, and Jazz made verba
note of al the things she wanted to do later, when things were over. It was nervous talk. No matter how
it came out, Lucia doubted they'd be hanging around to catch Cirque du Soleil.

Jazz got on the phone. "Manny?Y our guy ready to rock?"

"Two guys," he said on speskerphone. "On your word. Jazz? Got acdl from Agent Rawlins. They're
letting Susannah Davis go today.”

"What? They were supposed to keep her in protective custody!"

" She stopped cooperating. He said either we pick her up, or they show her the door and she can call a
cab. What do you want me to do?"



Jazz chewed her lip and raised her eyebrows. Luciasaid, "Can Pansy pick her up? Bring her to the
bunker until we get back?"

Manny didn't likeit; that much was obvious from histone. "Y eah. Okay. Not for more than aday,
though. She doesn 't stay here.”

"Fine. Thank you, Manny. Go with Pansy, okay?"

"Of course. Hey, | got the Hummer back. Cops are looking for you, but | guess you aready knew that.
Thanksfor the damage.”

"Yeah, sorry."

"l just ordered ared one. And it cost me ten grand to get the upgrades transferred over. Y ou're paying
forit."

He hung up.

Jazz sghed. "Unbelievable. Y ou've seen the office, right? Ten grand to him iswhat he finds vacuuming the
carpet.”

"He's getting ared one? | didn't think it could possibly stick out any more.”
"Well, let'sfaceit, we don't love the damn thing for its ability to blend in...."

They both fell slent as Luciamadethelast turn, and Jazz silently checked addresses. She pointed to a
ten-gtory building at the end of the street. It wasn't pretty, wasn't ugly, wasn't much of anything. A
nondescript structure, avictim of industrid-park architectural school. Glass and granite, concrete and
sted!. It looked strong, but not imposing.

"Parking," Luciasaid. "On the Stregt?"
"Weadl going to have our vests covered?' asked Jazz.

For answer, McCarthy put his shirt on over hisand buttoned it. It looked tight, but would pass a quick
visual ingpection. Luciahad a problem for asecond, because she didn't want the
swesat-and-bligter-inducing Kevlar againgt her bare skin, but by the time she'd pulled into a space, Jazz
had found an extra T-shirt in her duffel bag. Lucia donned it, then the heavy armor. McCarthy tightened
the straps for her, athough she didn't need the help, and Jazz handed her a blue-and-white-checked
outer shirt. She buttoned it asfar as her collarbone and picked up the backpack.

"Ready," shesad.

Jazz did back the door under the blazing morning sun. "I hopeto hell it's Casud Friday in there." She
opened the phone and speed-diaded Manny. "We're going.”

Ben, asthey'd worked out on the drive, took up apost sitting in the lobby. He didn't look out of place,
especidly when he sat down with acopy of Business Week and rel axed with afoam cup next to him.

It was surprisingly easy infiltrating the headquarters of Eidolon. Part of that was dueto corporate
mentality—there was security, and it involved key cards, but loitering at the devators, talking idly until a
group of workers showed up, netted aride upstairs. Jazz and Luciajust drafted on the first one's key
card through the big glass doors into the work area.



Jazz knew the floor plans backward and forward, evidently. She unhesitatingly turned left, thenright at a
junction, then left.

They ended up at the bathrooms. Lucia blinked, startled, but Jazz just lifted a shoulder. "L ook, I've been
on theroad for what fedls like aweek, and if werre going to do this, thelast thing | need isafull bladder,
if you know what | mean.”

Lucia choked down alaugh and followed her.

Business done, they took aquick stroll around the dowly filling work cubicles. It was abusy
place—apparently, evil's stock was up this week—and every person they saw might know them, or at
least their photographs. But this floor seemed to hold worker bees, not executives, and be devoted to
systems and finance.

There was an empty cubicle againgt the far wall. The server room—which they couldn't possibly get
into—was on the other side. L ucia set the heavy backpack down with abreathless sigh of relief. "Y ou're
surethereisn't shielding on the room?' she asked.

"Not inthe plans,”" Jazz said.

"We can't get thiswrong.”

"The server room'slocked off, with specia access. Our chances of getting in there—"

"Go pull thefiredarm.”

mWhat?"

"Go pull thefiredarm. All eectronic doors haveto unlock in the event of afireadarm. It's code.”

Jazz sared at her for afew seconds, then took out her cell phone and speed-dialed Manny once more.
"Get ready. Two minutes." She hung up without waiting for hisreply. "Right. Give me your stuff.”

Lucia handed over her purse and phone.

"I'll evacuate with the herd. Y ou find me," Jazz said.

"Okay."

Jazz grabbed her by the hand. "L. Don't disappoint me and get killed, okay?'

Lucia, for answer, pulled her into aquick hug, kissed her on the cheek and said, "Go."

Then she grabbed the backpack, shouldered it and watched Jazz head for the fire darm. She pulled it
casudly and kept walking.

Alarms and overhead strobes erupted. A computerized voice came on the intercoms, over groans and
shouts, and ingtructed everyone to head for their designated evacuation routes. Lucia stayed where she
was, fiddling with her backpack, as people passed her cube. When she didn't hear any more footsteps,
she ducked out and down the hall.

The server room doors, labeled with warnings for halon gas systems, plus Restricted Access, Security
Areasigns, were unlocked. Heart pounding, she stepped inside, blinked at the huge array of servers.
Ranks of boxes; blinking red and green lights. The air was cool and dry, thefloor araised, nondtatic
surface, springy under her feet.



She spotted a survelllance camerain the corner. They'd have seen her by now. She had very littletime.
She dipped the backpack off her shoulder.

During the endless drive, when McCarthy had been at the whed, sheld unpacked the EMP generator. It
came in two pieces—the guts of the unit and ahuge, heavy battery. She knelt and took the two parts,
mated them together with a snap and flipped the toggle switch.

Lightscameon.
"Gregory, if you've screwed me, | swear to God..."
She reached for the activate button, and froze when something cold touched the back of her head.

"This" amadevoice said, "isthe barrel of a Beretta, and you're going to want to take your hand off the
bomb."

Fear and fury raced through her, powerful enough to make her sway, but she dowly raised both handsin
theair.

"On both knees," he said, and kicked at her right foot, which was till on the ground. She shifted and
obeyed. "Hands behind your head."

The voice sounded familiar, but congested, asif the speaker had abad cold. She wanted to turn around,
but the gun pressed to her head convinced her that curiosity was abad idea.

"Y ou expecting McCarthy to charge up here to the rescue? That son of abitch isin custody downgtairs.
So'syour friend Jazz. So you just be agood girl and take these—" agleaming pair of steel handcuffs
jangledin front of her face "—and put them on your right wrist first."

She knew the voice now; sheld finaly placed it. Detective Stewart. He redlly didn't sound well. ™Y ou
don't havejurisdiction here."

"This hasjurisdiction pretty much anywhere, bitch." He pressed with the gun barrel, hard enough to
bruise. Shewinced and involuntarily moved her head forward; the gun followed. She took the handcuffs
and snapped one on her right wrist, then—unasked—yput her wrists behind her. He snapped them shut.
"Ready?" avoice called from the doorway.

"Yeah, she'srestrained. Comeonin."

The gun findly withdrew, |etting her breathe alittle, and she couldn't resist twisting to look over her
shoulder as the door opened.

Ken Stewart looked terrible—redlly terrible. His pallor had taken on a corpsdlike appearance, and his
breathing seemed labored. His eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed. He stepped back, giving the
newcomers arespectful distance. There were three of them, dl with executive polish. The onein front
was middle-aged, with dark hair and dark eyes and afoxlike face that looked clever and cold. A dight
asymmetry to hisface made the right eyelook smaller.

Hewas rich, well-groomed, with an aura of absolute power.
"You're LuciaGarza," he said, and stepped forward. " Stand up. Turn around.”

"Careful," Stewart said. "'l said she wasrestrained, not safe.”



The man nodded. Luciagot up and turned to face them. "I don't think we've been introduced,” she said.

"Not formaly, no, but I've been screwing with your lifefor quite some time now," the man said coolly.
"My nameis Gil Kavanaugh. | run Eidolon Corporation.”

The man—no, the psychic—Simms had handpicked as his successor. The man who was the brains
behind this side of the chess game, as Simms was behind the Cross Society. He seemed young for it, but
she supposed that monomaniawas possible at any age.

Helooked her in the eyes and said, "I'm not responsible for what was done to you. That was the Cross
Society, playing God. If I'd had my way, Ben McCarthy would never have lived to get out of prison, and
you wouldn't have ended up on atable with your legs apart, getting raped by doctors. Have they told you
why it was so important?”

She felt acold wave wash over her, and then hot prickles, asif her whole body had experienced
numbness and rebirth. Her mind felt extraordinarily clear. Y ou saw the pictures.”

Hesmiled. "l see everything." He tapped hisforehead. "I'm tuned to your channel, you see. Y ours, your
friends— at the moment, you realy do matter quite alot. Pity about McCarthy, though. Y ou never
should havefalenin lovewith him. | warned you it would be amistake—al right, | was somewhat
oblique about it, but you're a bright woman. | admit, | didn't expect McCarthy to hold out like he did—

| mean, what straight man just out of prison would? Look at you. Smms must have been pissed, after dl
the trouble hewent to." Kavanaugh tilted his head dightly. "Are you sure you don't want to know about
the child?’

Thefiredarms cut out suddenly, leaving ataut slence and acontinuing ringing in her ears.
"Ladt chance" hesaid. "It'salimited time offer.”

"No," shesad. "l don't want to know what you see."

Kavanaugh sighed and shook hishead. "Right," he said. "L et's get her upstairs—"

It wasdl faling gpart. He wouldn't balk at putting bulletsin their heads and burying them out in the
desert. And she loathed that salacious gleam in his eyes when held talked about the pictures. About being
in her head.

She avoided Stewart's grabbing hand, let her knees collapse, and fell sideways. Her elbow smacked
down hard on the EMP device, on the green button.

"No!" Kavanaugh screamed, but it wastoo late. There wasn't a buildup and there wasn't awarning. It
fired.

Therewasasmdl of frying circuitry, cracks and pops, and every dectronic circuit within athousand feet
went dead.

Induding thelights

Luciaralled, banged into Stewart and sent him stumbling; hefired blind. By the muzzle flash, she got a
snapshot of where everyone was standing, and she kicked both feet up, catching Stewart hard in the
groin and lifting him literdly off the ground. He hit the wall and screamed in high-pitched agony. She
dithered backward in that direction and felt his gun on thefloor, grabbed it in her cuffed hands and
twisted on her knees.



Another muzzle flash, and something like a dedgehammer struck her in the chest. A hit, low and on the
right. The afterimage showed her that the two men with Kavanaugh

had their guns out. Kavanaugh, preternaturaly quick, was already through the door.

She braced hersdlf for the pain, cocked her elbows, and fired without |etting hersalf think. The recail
dammed up through her arms, hard enough to make her cry out, but she didn't et it stop her. Two shots,
directed to the positions where she'd seen the two men. She heard one hit the floor. The other staggered,
then went down.

She struggled to her feet, swesting and light-headed. It was unnaturdly silent, with not even the air vents
working in the room.

She hit the glass doors with her shoulder, praying that the locks hadn't been reset, and saw Kavanaugh
rounding the corner up ahead. He'd be getting help, and she was handicapped, gun held behind her back.
With Jazz and Ben out of action, she didn't have ahopein hell...

And then Kavanaugh backed up, looking asif hed seen aghost.
And maybe he had.

Max Smms cameinto view. He was armed with what |ooked like one of Jazz's guns, and in that
moment, Luciawondered if they'd all been taken for aride by the frail-old-man act, because the
expressonin hiseyes...shed never seen anything like it. Power. Terrible power.

"Endgame,” Smmssaid. Y our move, Gil."

Chapter Seventeen

“You can't be here," Kavanaugh said. He backed up, collided with a padded cubicle wall decorated with
crayon drawings and clipped-out Dilbert cartoons. "Y ou can't be here. Y ou're dead.”

"Do | look dead?' Simms asked mildly.
"l saw you die"

"What, the vison you saw of your man coming up behind me and putting abullet in my brain?' Smms
smiled. "In someredlity that happened. Not thisone. Y ou should learn to parse time lines better, Gil."

Kavanaugh glanced desperately around, but he was trapped. Lucia, to hisright, had her gun on him;
Simms had him from the front. A blank wall to hisleft. A cubiclewall at his back.

"Anendgame,” Simms continued, "is nothing but the last moves of aforegone concluson. Y ou were
awaysgoing to lose, Gil. It wasjust amatter of sacrificing enough pawnsto draw you out.”

"Like her?' Kavanaugh's eyes cut to Lucia. "Two for one, isthat it?'

"Oh, they're not my pawns," Sirnmsreplied. "We may very well betheirs. Didn't you understand that
when you failed to keep McCarthy in prison by stedling Jazz's files on the case? Or by trying to have him
killed insde? This had to happen. Inevitability a work, and neither you nor | have anything to do with
it"



"Youreinsane" Kavanaugh said flatly.

"Y ou've made afortune out of the disasters of others,” Smmssaid. "So havel. Maybe that does make
usinsane. It definitely makes us culpable.”

"Thenkill me"
Smmsamiled. "Now that isinevitable"

Lucia, intent on holding aim in an achingly difficult position behind her back, heard the devator doors
rumble open, and shifted her atention that direction.

Uniformed guards. "Simmdl" sheydled, and darted out of the line of fire. Kavanaugh was aready
moving. When she looked back, Smms was gone, Kavanaugh was heading for safety, and she was on
her own. Again.

She dodged through the cube farm, hoping she wouldn't reach a dead end, and somehow found the
gtairs. She elbowed the handle down and tried to decide which direction would be best. Down was
obvious, and that was why she hesitated.

"Lucia" Jazz's voice echoed in the stairwell. "Get your ass up herel™

She breathed asigh of relief, wished she could wipe her swesaty hair out of her face, and took the stairs
up at arun.

* * %

Jazz and Ben met her on the seventh floor landing, and Jazz had the handcuff keys out. She spun Lucia
around and worked the lock, and Lucia, panting, said, “"What the hell happened?*

"Complicated," Jazz said briefly.

"Jazz got the handcuff key and Taser out of your purse, opened her cuffs and took out the guards,” Ben
sad.

"Okay, not so complicated.” The handcuffs clicked free. "Simmsis here.”

"Yes. | saw him."

"EMP go off?'

"Their servers are completely dark. If Manny has managed to take down the backups—"

"Hewill." Jazz looked vivid with the excitement of the chase, green eyes gleaming. "All of them. Cross
Society servers, too."

"| talked Borden into it," she said. "We tracked the system through Gabriel, Pike & Laskins, and found
their server nodes. Manny'sworking on it. By the timethisis over, both sides should be down for the
count.”

"Except for the psychics.”

"Y eah, wdll. Beyond going on akilling soree—which I'm not in favor of for once—I don't see away



around that."

"Maybe it doesn't matter,” Ben said. Luciapulled out her gun and checked the clip. "Simms said that their
psychics are specific in their predictions. Maybe they can still help people. It'swhen it getsto bea
drategy that thingsgo to hell.”

"Y ou know what? Not my problem.” Jazz looked at each of them in turn. ™Y ou good to go?'
"Yes. Where?' Lucia asked.

"Roof. Kavanaugh's got a nifty black helicopter.”

They took the sairsat arun.

Kavanaugh was already on board, and the rotors were turning, when they banged through the exit.
Luciasfeet did on gravel as she stopped. Kavanaugh was facing them, and his eyes widened. He said
something into aheadphone.

"Uh-oh," Jazz said. "That's not good.”
Max Smmswasin the helicopter, too. Handcuffed.

"Oh, dammit!” Luciatook aim, but the chopper was moving and the shot was risky; with Smmsin the
arcraft any shot she could make would be potentialy lethal. Shelet her gun fall back to her side.

Simmswas watching her with those wide, cold blue eyes. Smiling in that creepy, secretiveway. Luciafelt
M cCarthy's hand on her shoulder, urging her back to the cover of the concrete wall. " Guards could be
coming!" heyelled over the chop of therotors. The helicopter wasten feet up, and rising. "Thisis
done—we can't do anything. Let'sgo!"

Therewas aflutter of color on the gravel, something red, half buried under ahandful of rocks. Luciaran
for it, grabbed it, and made it back to the safety of thewall asthe helicopter gracefully spunintheair,
preparing to head out. It exploded.

The concussion hit with awave of pressure that triggered Luciato involuntarily cover her head and close
her eyes, and then the unbdievably loud roar of the explosion rolled over them.

Sheforced her eyes open and saw the blackened shell of the helicopter heading back to the roof at
termind velocity.

"Run!" she screamed, and pushed the other two ahead of her.

They made it to the back of the roof just asthe wreck crashed in afirebal, sending blazing fragments
gpinning. Rotors broke loose and pinwhedled wildly. Luciawent flat, taking Ben and Jazz with her, while
metal hissed overhead. Some of it embedded itself in the low wall at the edge of the roof, asif anall
bomb had gone off.

She felt heat on her back, then daps. Shewas on fire. Sherolled and stripped off the
blue-and-white-checked shirt. Jazz was dowly getting to her feet, staring at the inferno that was melting
thetar around it ininto ahissing pool.

"Holy Chrigt," she said. "Two psychics, and they didn't see that coming?' She holstered her gun and held
out ahand to Lucia, but Ben was ahead of her, astrong presence lifting her upright.

He had along bloody cut on one cheek that would need stitches. Other than that, none of them was



harmed.

Luciatried to get her head together. "We need to retrieve the EMP and get the hell out,” she said.
"N(]/v."

Jazz nodded. "And how do we do that without running into their guys coming up?'

McCarthy, for answer, unbuttoned his flannel shirt to show the vest undernesth. He had his old badge on
achain, and he pulled it out so0 it showed on top of the black balistic nylon. " Show your Kevlar," he said.
"Get out your guns and follow me."

They hit the stairs, and were two flights down before they heard the sound of running feet headed up. The
fireaarmswere pulsing again. The building was a kicked ants nest, people flooding in from every floor,
confused and afraid.

"Makeway!" McCarthy ydled. "Moveright! Moveright! FBI! FBI!"

And, miraculoudly, it worked. In the confusion, nobody had time to question; even uniformed guards
pressed to the Side as they plunged down another flight, then another and another.

They burst through the stair doors onto the server floor and headed for the room at adead run. It didn't
meatter now who saw them; everyone was running, clutching purses and briefcases and lgptops. Ydling
questions and panicked ingtructions.

When they opened the server room door, Ken Stewart was standing there, swaying, with the EMP. It
was dead, of course. But it was physical proof of what had just happened, and it had Luciasfingerprints
onit.

Their gunsleveled on him. "Dropit," McCarthy said. "I mean it, Ken.”

"Youregoingtojall." He looked feverish, spots of color high in achak-pae face. He coughed, and there
was blood on hislips. Hewiped it off on hisdeeve. "I'm dying, but I'll fill seeyouin hell.”

He could barely breathe, Lucia saw. Hed looked sick before, every time she'd seen him—progressively
worse, in fact. Coughing. Taking pills.

Teking antibiotics.
"Oh, my God," shesad. "Anthrax. It was you."

Stewart dropped the EMP. It hit the floor with a heavy boom, and McCarthy edged forward to pick it
up. "Watch him," hewarned, and holstered his gun. Jazz and Lucia kept their am steady, but Stewart just
gared down at McCarthy with furious, glittering eyes. "Why? Why try to kill her?' Ben asked.

"Becauseit got to you."
McCarthy's back wasto them, but Luciasaw rigidity in his shoulders, down his spine.
"Whered you get it? The anthrax?"

Stewart grinned, showing bloody teeth. " Amazing what you can find, working anticrime task force.
Bullshit redneck biochemigts dl over the place these days. Think they're saving the world from whatever
itisthey hate. Y ou wereright, Garza. 1'd been to that lab before. Bought mysdlf anicelittle present.”

"Y ou stupid, twisted bastard,” McCarthy said. "How long have you worked for Eidolon?"



"Since they told me you shot three peoplein the head. | trusted you, man. | liked you."

"I liked you, too," he said, and backed up. "But you got played, Ken. Just like | did. Only you got played
ahdl of alot worse."

"And he's about to get played one moretime,” Luciasaid. "Survelllance was digital, and it's astrashed as
everything ese. All that's|eft is physica evidence." She tossed Stewart his gun, careful to keep her hand
wrapped in the deeve of her shirt. Even sick ashewas, he caught it out of the air, steadied it and instantly
focused it on her.

And fired.
Click.

"Thank you," she said. "l removed the rounds, obvioudy, before returned it to you. And by the way,
those two men on the floor? They're on your service wegpon. Just like the three bodiesin Kansas City
were on Ben's. | hope you have better luck explaining it.”

McCarthy had bagged the EMP, and now zipped the backpack shut with adecisivejerk. Stewart was
staring uncomprehendingly at the gun in his grasp. He coughed again, and more blood spattered his hand
as hetried to cover hismouth.

"Oh, man," McCarthy said, watching him. "I hate you, Ken, but | don't hate you that much. Get some
hdp."

He shouldered the backpack.

They joined the rush downdairs.

* % %

Luciasold the van for cash a adeazy-looking, no-questions-asked lot on the outskirts of town, and used
the money to buy them plane tickets. They shipped the guns and bulletproof veststo adead drop that
Manny had set up in Kansas; they could retrieve them later. Thejourney back to Kansas City was short
and uneventful, and Luciamanaged to deep most of the way.

Before they landed, she pulled out the red envel ope she'd retrieved from the roof and read the words that
Max Smms had |eft them asalegacy.

EVERYTHING YOU DO MATTERS. PROTECT YOUR CHILD.
And, scrawled apparently in haste, P.S—TRUST BORDEN

She showed it to Jazz, and saw someinner tension finaly relax. That had been hard on her, not trusting
Borden.

Manny picked them up at the airport in his new red Hummer. It was S0 outrageoudy attention-seeking
that Luciahad to laugh, wesrily, a the sght of it. She curled unconscioudy into McCarthy'swarmth on
the way to the warehouse, and the weight of hisarm around her shouldersfelt like the best safety she had
ever known.

"We need to get you to adoctor,” McCarthy said softly, just for her ears. "Have you checked out.”

"I'mfine”



"l mean—"
"I know what you mean. I'll go and let them do the poking and prodding, but everything's okay."

Taking in code. That would have to stop soon; they'd have to tell everybody the news of her pregnancy.
Probably not the details, but the fact, at least. Uncle Manny. Aunt Jazz. The kid would, at least, have a
colorful childhood.

They were pulling into the armored ground-floor garage when Manny suddenly said, "What do you want
to do about the guest?'

"Guest?" Jazz looked blank for a second, then chagrined. "Oh, shit, | forgot. Susannah, right? She's il
here?'

"She's upgtairs. What do you want to do with her?

Jazz Sghed long-sufferingly. I guess!'ll take her for the night. Tomorrow we can figure out along-term
solution. New identity, new life—"

"Let'sjust get through the rest of the day without anybody else dropping dead,” Luciasaid.
"Soundslike agood plan.”

They trooped wearily up the stairs, pausing for the obligatory code entries, and as he opened the top
door, Manny said, "Pansy, we're—"

And Susannah Davis shot him.

The sound of the hot crack echoed off of concrete and stedl. Manny staggered back into Jazz, who
caught him reflexively, ydling something Lucia couldn't catch because she was dready moving past Jazz
and Manny, cutting behind aconcrete pillar.

Susannah Davis had agun, and she had Pansy as ashield. She was holding Pansy's silky black hair in
one hand, pulling her onto her tiptoesto keep her in place. Pansy appeared terrified, eyesround in
horror. Susannah jerked her backward, moving fast, trying to keep thekilling angle.

Luciaindinctively went for her gun.

Empty holster. They'd shipped their guns back. Damnation. Therewould beasmdl arsend inthe
Hummer, but there wasn't time to fetch it. Manny had been hit in the ssomach, and he needed a doctor
now. He was propped up againgt Jazz in the doorway, holding his hands over the wound, staring at
Pansy and Susannah. God, therewas alot of blood.

"Don't you dare," he whispered. "Don't you dare hurt her."
"l don't want her," Susannah said. "Callender. Garza. Out here, now. I'll let her go if you step out.”

Luciaexchanged aquick look with Jazz. There was desperation in Jazz's eyes. Think of something.
Anything.

M cCarthy was even more helpless, trapped behind Jazz on the stairwell. Unarmed.
Luciadidn't see any way out of it.

"Serioudy," Susannah said. "I'll blow her head off. | swear." She sounded so very different from the



beaten woman L ucia had rescued in the parking garage, and the scared one who'd talked about her
abusive husband. Even from the manipulative fragile one who'd talked about the SubTropolis congpiracy.

Games, and games, and games. Sheld even confessed to something, though Luciahadn't redized it at the
time. Omar. | let himin, sheld said, talking about Leonard. And she undoubtedly had. They'd beeninit
together, from the beginning. Playing the abused and abusive spouse, maneuvering to get things right
where they wanted them. Omar had been a complication. Maybe Leonard had killed him, and maybe it
had been Susannah, after all. No defensive wounds. Omar would have let her close enough.

Then sheld killed her own partner in crimeto get a better chance at them.
Which shefindly had.

It wasn't about Lucia hersdf. Susannah had had plenty of chancesto kill her, but she'd never had aclear
run at Jazz. Until now.

"Stay!" Lucia snapped, when Jazz started to move Manny away from her 1ap. "' Jazz, don't you move!™
Because Jazz was the target. " Susannah, listen to me. Y ou got paid to kill Jazz, am | right? Y ou and
Leonard? But things went wrong. Y ou had to improvise. Y ou've been out of touch. It'sover. There's
nobodly |eft to pay you off. Quit while you're ahead. Don't make uskill you.”

"You're not going to kill me." She stretched Pansy higher with atug of her hair. "At least, not before this
one bleeds."

"Therésno way out of thisfor you."

"Trust me. Thereis." Susannah looked utterly cool and calm about it, and very, very serious, and Manny
was bleeding interndly, and they didn't have time. "I'm going to start shooting Pansy now. Take off an
ear, omefingers—"

Manny made atortured sound and tried to move. Jazz held on to him, grim-faced. Asangry as Luciahad
ever seen her.

Luciarisked another look around the pillar. The Situation was still the same, except that there was a
flicker of movement somewherein the back.

Borden.

He looked pale and scared half to death, but he was moving. He had his hands clasped in front of him,
and for asecond Luciadidn't remember why. And then she did, with a vengeance.

Careful, oh God, careful ...

Jesus, his hands—he was il handcuffed. Surely Manny had let him loose...or Jazz, before she left. ..
No, maybe Manny had followed ordersalittle too well, after all.

"Susannah," Luciasaid again. " Susannah, don't hurt her. Listen, tell me what you want, okay? How much
isit going to take to buy you off on this? A million dollars?1 can get it for you."

"My reputation’'s worth more than amillion,” Susannah spat. "And | don't believe I'm not getting paid, so
you can shove your bribery. Stand up, Jazz. Let me seeyou or | swear to God, I'll put bulletsinto
Manny'slittle girlfriend until you do.”

Borden was two steps away, right behind her.



"No?" Susannah asked. "Fine. Manny first." And she switched the gun from Pansy's head to aim at
Manny's defensaess body again.

Borden looped his handcuff chain across her throat and yanked. Shelet go of Pansy and the gun to
ingtinctively grab for the chokehold, and Borden yanked up and back, pulling her into him.

Luciacharged forward, shoved Pansy out of the way to safety, and got there just as Susannah'sright
hand rumbled for something in her |eft deeve.

Luciagrabbed hold of Susannah's arm as the knife plunged toward Borden's groin. She twisted
Susannah'swrist, and smashed the hedl of her right hand up into the woman's nose. Borden, shocked,
staggered backward. Susannah flexed her knees and dipped out of the noose of his handcuffs.

The knife was dtill in her hand, and from the way she held it, she knew how to useit.

"Back!" Luciaydled at Borden, and he retreated. He hustled Pansy to the doorway, where she collapsed
to her kneesbesde Manny, holding him.

Jazz came running toward Susannah, and so did McCarthy.
But Jazz got therefird.

Susannah was unprepared, even though she was as quick and dirty afighter as Lucia had ever seen. Jazz
dammed her forehead into Susannah's bloody nose, grabbed her knife hand and dmost effortlesdy
flipped her around. It was like dancing; Susannah began the turn off balance, ended on one foat, kicking
for Jazz's face. Jazz floated backward, grabbed her leg and torqued it sideways. They both went down.
Susannah twisted and yelled, and the knife flashed—

And Jazz jerked out of the way at the last possible second, amove Luciawould never have attempted.
She didn't have the strength or the speed...

Susannah missed, couldn't check her own momentum, and aflick of Jazz'swrist buried the bladein
Susannah's side, hilt-deep.

"Oh, shit." Susannah yelped, surprised, and pulled it out.
A jet of bright arterid blood arced ashigh asafountain.

"Shit," sherepeated, and laughed. "That just sucks. Somebody cal me an ambulance.” Shejammed
fingersinto the wound, suddenly clammy and gray-faced. Waobbling.

Luciapicked up the falen gun, watching her. Jazz ddliberately turned her back to go for the phone.
Susannah flipped the knife, and prepared to throw it at Jazz's exposed back.
Luciafired.

Jazz didn't even turn around as she dided 911.

Epilogue

It was, the doctors informed them at the hospital, a serious but not life-threatening wound. Some bowel



resection, and heldd be uncomfortable for awhile, but Manny was going to live.

And so would Susannah Davis, who'd been absolutely livid that Lucia had wounded, not killed her. The
FBI had been happy to take her back, after dl; Agent Rawlins had even seemed smug about it. Lucia
had suspicions that they'd been used, again.

Sheintended it to be the very last time,

Their offices had been open again for six weeks when she went to the doctor for an examination.
McCarthy went with her. There was an ultrasound, and for the first time, she saw thetiny gestationa sac,
with aflickering heartbeet of life.

She couldn't reconcile that miracle with the cold invasiveness of what had been doneto her, but she
couldn't not love her child, in that moment.

"Beautiful," she whispered, and caressed her ill-flat somach. "Oh, God, Ben. So beautiful

He touched the screen, tracing the outline of what would become their baby. He didn't speak, but she
could seethelovein hisface. In that moment, he was luminous.

And when he got her home, McCarthy made dow love to her in ways that told her without words how
deep the emotions went in him. To the bone. To the soul.

The next day, Pansy came into her office with an opened FedEx envelope. She was trying to be offhand,
but it was obvioudy agtruggle. Lucia, in the middle of aclient meeting, immediately asked for arecess
and stepped outside, shutting the door behind her. Jazz, sensing trouble, was dready there.

"What?' Luciaasked. Pansy mutely tilted the envelope so that they could seeinside.
A red envelope.
"The good newsis, theré's no powder," Pansy said. "The bad newsis, it ain't Vaentines Day."

Lucia sucked in adeep bresth and took the envelope out. It had JAZZ CALLENDER AND LUCIA
GARZA block printed on it. The FedEx label came from afirm sheld never heard of: Black & Foxworth,
Attorneys At Law.

"No," Jazz said. Smple and definite.
"No," Pansy confirmed, with a decisive shake of her head. "Not that | get avote, but...no."

They both looked at L ucia, whose vote did count. Shelooked at it. Turned it over and studied the
invitingly open flap, the cream-colored sheet of paper showing like atease.

"Shredder," shesaid.

Pansy dragged the device out from behind her desk.

Luciadropped the envelopein the teeth of the machine, and it chewed it into ribbonsin five secondsflat.
"We make our own choices," Luciasaid. "ded?'

"Ded," Jazz said, and they shook on it.

They were walking away when Pansy said, "Um...1 think there was a check in there."



And Luciabegan to laugh, and Jazz joined in, and just for amoment, there was brightness al around

them.

"Wdl," Jazz gasped, "that was hdll of achoice.

"Shut up, Jezz."

"Ooh, touchy. Love you too."

"(G0o earn us some money."

"Somebody's got to, if you're going to shred al our income

Luciasat down at her desk, smiled and resumed work.

..."" Jazz grinned and went back to her office.



