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The Present is the living sum-total of the whole Past.
THOMAS CARLYLE

I wonder, by mytroth, what thou, and |
Did, till we lovd.
JOHN DONNE



1

While a late-summer storm bashed against her single skinny window, Lieutenant Eve Dallas wished for murder.

As far as she could see, a good, bloody killing was the only thing that would save her from the torture of paperwork stacked like the Alps on her
desk at Cop Central. Her own fault, no question, but she’d been just a little too busy investigating and closing cases to hunker down with budgets
and expense reports and the damn evaluation sheets.

Telling herself it was part of the job didn't help when she actually had to do it—in bulk—which was why she’d closed herself in her office with lots
and lots of coffee and wondered why somebody didn’t just kill somebody else and save her from this nightmare.

Not really, she told herself. Or not exactly. But since people consistently killed other people anyway, why not now?

She stared at the numbers on her computer screen until her eyes throbbed. She cursed, sulked, steamed, then strapped on and squeezed,
crunched, fudged, and manipulated until she could make the stingy departmental bottom line fit the needs of her division.

They were murder cops, she thought with bitter resentment. Homicide didn’t run on blood alone.

She got through it, moved on to the expense chits submitted by her officers and detectives.

Did Baxter actually believe she’d bite on three-seventy-five for shoes because he’'d fucked up his own chasing a suspect down a sewer? And
why the hell had Reineke shelled out double the usual rate to a street-level licensed companion for information?

She stopped, got more coffee, stared out at the brutality of the storm for a few minutes. At least she wasn't out there, plugged like a wet cork into
one of the shuddering airtrams, or shoving her way through the drowning hell of street traffic. She could be soaked, steaming like a clam in the
endless stream of heat the summer of 2060 poured on New York.

Stalling, she thought in disgust, and forced herself to sit again. She’d promised herself she’d finish before the afternoon ceremony. Both she and
her partner would receive medals. Peabody had earned it and more, Eve thought, as the catalyst for taking down a ring of dirty cops.

If paperwork was the drudgery of command, submitting Peabody’'s name for the Meritorious Police Duty Honor for Integrity was a boon. All she
had to do was finish the grunt work, then she could enjoy the moment with a clear head and guiltless conscience.

She wished she had candy, but she hadn’t settled on a new hiding place to thwart the nefarious Candy Thief. She wished she could dump some
of this crap on Peabody the way she had when Peabody had been her aide instead of her partner.

Those days were over.

Stalling again, she admitted, and raked her fingers through her short, choppy brown hair.

She hacked her way through the expense reports, submitted them up the chain. Someone else’s problem now, she decided and felt almost
righteous. No reason she couldn’t start the evals later.

“Task complete. Shut it down.”

Unable to comply, the computer responded.
“Ifinished.”

Inaccurate statement. Previous command stipulated all listed reports and evaluations must be complete before system rest.
This command by Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, priority basis, can only be countermanded at her order by fire, terrorist attack, alien invasion or
an open and active case requiring her attention. . .

Jesus, had she really programmed that? “l changed my mind.”

Previous command specifies changes of mind, fatigue, boredom, and other lame excuses not acceptable for countermand . . .

“Bite me,” Eve muttered.

Unable to comply . . .

“Fine, fine, fine. Computer, display previous evals, in alpha order, for all officers under my command.”

She worked her way through. She’d put the damn command in to keep herself in line—and because every single one of her men deserved the
time and attention it took for a solid and judicious evaluation.

She finished Baxter, both Carmichaels, and had slogged her way to Jenkinson when the knock sounded on her door.

“Yeah, what?” She scowled over at Peabody as her partner opened the door. “Is it an alien invasion?”

“Not that I've heard. There’s a guy out here, pretty shaky, claims he can only speak to you. He says it's a matter of life and death.”

“Yeah?” She perked up. “Computer, life-and-death countermand. Save and hold.”

Verification required . . .

“Peabody, tell this fucking machine there’s a human being requiring my attention on a matter of life and death.”
“Ah, Computer, Peabody, Detective Delia, requests the lieutenant’s attention on an urgent matter.”

Verification accepted. Saving data. Onhold . . .

Annoyed, Eve gave the computer a rap with the heel of her hand. “It's pretty pitiful when your own comp won'’t take your word.”

“You put all that in there so you wouldn’t squirm out of the paperwork.”

“Still. Send life and death back.”

He came at a stumbling run, a skinny guy she judged as late twenties. He sported a tangle of messy dreads, baggy red shorts, gel-flips, a silver



lip ring, and a dingy white tank that showed off his tattoo sleeves. Sweat ran down his thin, white face.

“You're Dallas. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, NYPSD. Homicide.”

“That’s right. What's the—"

He burst into tears—Iloud, hiccupping tears. “He said—he said—I could only talk to you. Had to come to you. He’s got her. He’s got Julie. He’s
gonna kill her if you don’t come back with me. He said an hour, and it took me half that to get here.”

His words rolled on top of each other between sobs and shakes. Eve got out of her chair, shoved him into it.

“Suck it up and slow down. What's your name?”

“I'm Tray. Tray Schuster.”

“Who is he?”

“l don’t know. He was just there, in my place. Our place. She just moved in last week. Just there when we woke up, and he tied us up. He ate
breakfast, and he—doesn’'t matter. You have to come or he’ll kill her. | forgot, | forgot. 'm supposed to say, ‘There’s the bell for round two.” Please,
he’s got a knife. He’s going to cut her. If you don’t come, if | got to anybody else, he said he’d kill her.”

“Where?”

“My place. Our place, Imean.”

“Where’s your place, Tray?”

“Two-fifty-eight Murray Street.”

The address clicked, and with the click came a twist in the guts. “Apartment three-oh-three?”

“Yeah.” He swiped at his face. “How did you—"

“Stay here, Tray.”

“But—"

“Stay.”

She strode out, into the bullpen. “Peabody.” Scanned the desks and movement. “Baxter, Trueheart, Carmichael, Sanchez. Whatever you're doing
stop and suit up. Suspect is Isaac McQueen. He’s holding a woman hostage, two-fifty-eight Murray Street, apartment three-oh-three. Suspect is
armed and extremely dangerous. Additional data en route as the suspect has given a time limit on response. Carmichael, Sanchez, get the wit from
my office. Keep him locked in your vehicle. Peabody, with me. Let's move!”

“lIsaac McQueen?” Peabody scrambled to keep up with Eve’s long legs. “The Collector? He’s in Rikers. Life sentence.”

“Check that. He’s either out or somebody’s posing as him. That was his apartment. That's where he kept . .."

All those young girls. So many young girls.

“He’s got this guy’s cohab,” Eve continued, shoving her way onto the elevator. “He sent him to me, specifically. | took McQueen down, in that
apartment.”

“There’s no alert or notification . . . wait.” Peabody swiped at her PPC. “Internal alert buried here. They haven't even informed command.
McQueen escaped sometime yesterday. Killed one of the nurses in the infirmary and managed to walk out wearing his uniform and ID.” Peabody
looked up from her PPC. “He just walked out.”

“We’re damn well going to walk him back in.” She jogged across the lot to her vehicle. “Inform Commander Whitney. He can start knocking heads
together at prison administration. He hasn't killed her,” Eve murmured as she peeled out of the underground lot. “McQueen didn’'t escape just to
slice up some woman. He’s smart, organized, and he has an agenda. He has needs. He doesn't kill them—unless they break or dissatisfy. He
collects. He's not interested in this Julie. She’s over his age limit.”

Peabody finished the text to their commander’s office before looking over at Eve. “She’s a lure. For you.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t make sense. He'd just end up boxed in, the way he was before.”

Didn’t make sense, Eve thought again, but ordered Peabody to request uniforms for backup.

She used the wrist unit her husband had given her, engaged its communicator. “Carmichael, | want you and Sanchez to cover the rear of the
building. Uniforms on the way for backup. Baxter, you and Trueheart will go in with me and Peabody. Body armor. He’ll be expecting us.”

She shook her head, ripped through the narrow opening between two Rapid Cabs. “He won’t be there. No way he’s going to trap himself. He
knows I'll come, and won't come alone.”

“Maybe that’s what he wants you to think, and it's a trap.”

“We’re about to find out.”

She studied the building, one of the cavernous homes that had survived the Urban Wars, and had been converted into apartments. It had seen
better days—its better days had passed a century before—but it held up with its faded pink bricks and ornately grilled windows.

lts main entrance opened directly onto the sidewalk and had minimum security. Working-class neighborhood, Eve thought, as it had been during
McQueen’s reign. Most of the residents came home at the end of the day, settled back with a brew and some screen, and minded their own
business.

So McQueen had been able to mind his for nearly three years. And the lives of twenty-six girls between the ages of twelve and fifteen had been
forever scarred.

“He’s got the privacy screen up,” Eve said. “if he’s up there, he knows we’re here. He’d have made contacts, friends, in prison. He’s charming,
engaging, sly. It's possible he got his hands on something more long-range than a knife. Keep down. Move fast.”

She checked in with Carmichael, gave the go.

Blanking out memories, she moved, taking point up the stairs, weapon drawn. Throat dry, mind cold.

“Let me scan the door.” Peabody pulled out her PPC. “He might've rigged it.”

“It opens on a living area, kitchen behind, eating area to the right. Two bedrooms, one right, one left. Bathroom attached to the one on the right.
Half-bath left of the kitchen. It's a big unit, about five hundred square feet.”

“Scan reads clear,” Peabody told her.

“Baxter, straight back. Trueheart, Peabody, go left. I'm right.” She nodded to Trueheart and the battering ram. Counted from three down with her
fingers.

The door crashed on its hinges, locks snapping. Eve went in low and fast, focused on the now, not the then. She heard the rush of feet as her
team poured into the room.

She shoved open the bedroom door, swept with her weapon. She saw the figure on the bed, but continued to clear—left, right, closet, bath as
she heard her team members call, “Clear!”

“In here,” Eve shouted, and now moved to the bed.

“You're okay. It's okay. We’re the police.”



She loosened the gag around the woman’s bloody, swollen mouth. The sounds she made were incoherent moans and whispers.

He’d stripped her; his pattern there hadn't changed. Before Eve could give the order, Trueheart, his young, handsome face radiating
compassion, lifted the thin bedspread from the floor to cover her shaking body.

“You're going to be all right now,” he said gently. “You're safe now.”

“He hurt me. He hurt me.”

Peabody moved in, pulling the knotted sheet McQueen had used to bind the woman’s hands from the hook screwed into the wall. “He can’t hurt
you now.” Then she sat, drawing Julie against her to let her weep.

“He swore he wouldn’t hurt me if Tray did what he said, but he did. He did. He raped me, and he hurt me. And he did this to me.”

Eve had already seen it, tattooed in bloody red over Julie’s left breast, caged in a perfect heart.

“Bus is on the way,” Baxter told Eve. He angled away from the woman sobbing in Peabody's arms, spoke quietly. “They’ll have a rape counselor
on the other end. Do you want me to call the sweepers to go through the place?”

It wouldn’t matter, she thought. He wouldn’t have left anything behind he hadn’t intended to. But she nodded. “Let the boyfriend know she’s safe.
He can go with her to the hospital. You and Trueheart step out, please. Peabody, get Julie some clothes. You can’t put them on yet.” She stood at
the foot of the bed, waited until Julie met her eyes. “They’ll have to examine you first, and we’re going to have to ask you questions. | know it's hard.
You should know Tray did everything he could to get to me as fast as possible, to get me back here.”

“He didn’t want to leave. He begged him to let me go instead. He didn’'t want to leave me.”

“l know. His name is Isaac McQueen. He told you something, Julie, something he wanted you to pass on to me.”

“He said | wasn’t right, wasn't . . . fresh, but he’d make an exception. | couldn’t stop him. He hurt me, he tied my hands.” Quivering still, she held
her arms out to show the raw bruising on her wrists. “I couldn’t stop him.”

“l know. Julie, 'm Lieutenant Dallas. Eve Dallas. What did Isaac want you to tell me?”

“Dallas? You're Dallas?”

“Yes. What did he want you to tell me?”

“He said to tell you that you owe it all to him. It's time to pay up. | want my mom.” She covered her face with her hands. “l want my mom.”

It was foolish to feel useless. She could have done nothing to prevent what Julie Kopeski and Tray Schuster had endured. She could do nothing
to change how that trauma would change them.

She knew Isaac McQueen’s pathology, his particular style of torture. He was adept at instilling a sense of helplessness and hopelessness in his
victims, at convincing them to do exactly what they were told, how they were told, when they were told.

She hadn’'t been one of his, but she understood the victimology as well.

She’d been someone else’s.

It did no good to remember that, or to think about the girls she’d saved. Or the ones who’d been lost before, twelve years before, when she’'d
looked into the eyes of a monster and had known him.

Instead, she drew Tray aside at the hospital.

“They need to examine her, and Julie needs to talk to the rape counselor.”

“Oh God. God. I shouldn’t have left her.”

“If you hadn’t, she’d be dead, and so would you. She’s alive. She’s hurt and she’s been violated, but she’s alive. You're going to want to
remember that, both of you, because alive’s better. You said he was there when you woke up.”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me about that.”

“We overslept, or | thought . . .”

“What time did you wake up?”

‘I don’'t know exactly. | think it was about eight. | rolled over thinking, ‘Holy shit, we’re both going to be late for work.’ | felt off, strung out, like we'd
partied hard the night before. But we didn’t,” he said quickly. “I swear. Julie doesn’'t even toke zoner.”

“We’re going to need to screen both of you,” Eve began.

“I swear, we didn’t use anything. I'd tell you. He gave Julie something, he said, but—"

“It's probable he drugged you both. We'll screen to see what he used. Nobody's going to hassle you about illegals, Tray.”

“Okay. Okay. Sorry.” He scrubbed hard at his face. “I'm just screwed up. Can't think straight.”

“What did you do when you woke up?”

“l. .. 1told Julie to get moving, gave her a nudge, you know. She was really out. | kind of rolled her over, and | saw tape over her mouth. | thought
she was pulling a joke, started to laugh. He was just there, man, that’s all | know. He grabbed me by the hair, yanked my head back, and put a knife
to my throat. He asked if | wanted to live. If | wanted Julie to live. He said there wasn’t any need for anybody to get hurt. | just had to do what he told
me. | should’ve fought back.”

“McQueen has a good seventy pounds on you, maybe more. He had a knife to your throat. If he’d killed you, do you think Julie would be alive?”

‘I don't know.” Tears kept leaking out of his eyes, faster than he could swipe at them. “l guess maybe not. | was scared. | told him we didn’t have
much money, but he could take whatever he wanted. He thanked me, real polite. That was scarier. He had some of those plastic restraints and told
me to put them on, and to sit on the floor at the foot of the bed. So I did, and Julie’s still out. He told me he’d given her something to make her sleep
while the two of us got acquainted. He told me to hook the restraints to the leg of the bed, and handed me another set to put on my ankles. He put
tape over my mouth. He said to sit and be quiet, and he’d be back in a minute.”

“He left the room?”

“I tried to get loose, but | couldn’t.” Absently, he rubbed at the abrasions on his wrists. “l could smell coffee. The bastard’s in the kitchen making
coffee. He comes back with it, and with a bowl of cereal. He takes the tape off my mouth and sits down. He starts asking me questions while he has
his freaking breakfast. How old am |, how old is Julie. How long have we been together, what are our plans. Have we had the apartment long. Did



we know its history.”

Tray had to suck in a breath, let it out in a shudder. “He kept smiling, and he’s, like, earnest. Like he really wanted to get to know us.”

“How long did you talk?”

“He did most, and | don’t know. It's, like, surreal, you know. He told me it was his apartment, but he’d been away a long time. He didn’t like the
color we’d painted the bedroom. Christ.”

He paused, looked at the exam room door. “How much longer before | can go in?”

“It takes some time. Did Julie wake up?”

“He finished breakfast, and even took the dishes away. When he came back he gave her something else. | think | went crazy. | was screaming, |
guess, and I tried to get loose. | thought he was going to kill her. | thought—"

“He didn’t. Remember that.”

“l couldn’'t do anything. He slapped me a couple times. Not hard, just light taps. That was scary, too. He said if | didn’'t behave he’d, Jesus, he’'d
cut her left nipple off, and did | want to be responsible for that? He had one of these hooks Julie uses to hang plants and stuff, and he screwed it into
the wall. He used the sheets to tie her up, and hung them over it so she was sitting up when she came out of it. She was so scared. | could hear her
trying to scream behind the tape, and she was struggling against the sheets. Then he put the knife to her throat, and she stopped.

“He said, ‘That’s a good girl.’ He said to me that two things could happen. He could cut Julie, nipples, fingers, ears, little pieces of her could fall
on the bedroom floor until she was dead. Or | could have one hour to go to the Homicide Division of Cop Central and speak to Lieutenant Eve
Dallas, deliver a message, and bring her back. If | took longer, he’d kill Julie. If | spoke to anyone else, he’d kill Julie. If I tried to use a ’link instead of
talking to you in person, he’d kill Julie. I told him I'd do anything he wanted, but to please let her go. Let Julie go deliver the message instead of me.”

He had to rub fresh tears from his eyes. “l didn’'t want to leave her with him. But he said if | asked that again, or anything else, if | questioned him
in any way, he’d take the first piece off her so | learned my lesson. | believed him.”

“You were right to believe him, Tray.”

“He told me what to say, made me repeat it over and over while he held the knife on Julie. He cut me loose, kicked some clothes and the flips
over. Sixty minutes, he said. If it took sixty-one, she’d be dead because | couldn’t follow instructions. | had to run. I didn’t have money or plastic or
credits, nothing for a cab, for a bus. Maybe if I'd gotten another cop, quicker, he wouldn’t have had time to hurt her.”

“Maybe. And maybe he’d have slit her throat. That doesn’t take much time. She’s alive. | know this man, and you can believe me when | tell you he
could have done worse.”

She pulled out her card, passed it to him. “You're going to want to talk to someone about what happened to you. Someone who'’s not a cop. You
can tag me when you're ready, and ['ll give you some names.”

She walked away, thinking of paperwork. She’d wished for murder, she remembered, and had gotten worse.

At Central, Eve used the bullpen for a brief, gritty briefing on Isaac McQueen.

“The subject is a thirty-nine-year-old male, brown and blue—though he changes both regularly. Six feet, three inches, at two hundred and twenty
pounds. He has studied and is adept at hand-to-hand, including several areas of martial arts, and he kept in shape in prison.”

She flashed his prison ID on screen, studied the lines a dozen years in a cage had dug into his face. Women found him handsome and charming,
she knew, with his slow, flirtatious smile. Young girls trusted his almost feminine features, the full shape of his lips, the twinkle of dimples.

He used that, all of that, to lure his prey.

“He favors knives as weapons and as a means of intimidation. His mother was an addict, a grifter of considerable skill who taught him the ropes.
They had an incestuous relationship, often working a mark as a couple. She also fed his addiction for young girls. Together they abducted, raped,
tortured, and subsequently sold or disposed of their victims until Alice McQueen’s body was pulled out of the Chicago River in the fall of 2040. Her
throat had been slashed. Though McQueen never admitted to the murder, he is believed responsible. He would have been nineteen.

“He is also believed responsible for the abduction of at least ten minor females in the Philadelphia and Baltimore areas, and the murder of Carla
Bingham, Philadelphia, and Patricia Copley, Baltimore. Both women, ages forty-five and forty-two, respectively, were addicts McQueen partnered
with, lived with, and hunted with during his time in those cities. Both were found in rivers with their throats slit. Due to lack of evidence or lack of balls
by the respective prosecuting attorneys, McQueen has never been charged with these crimes.”

But he did them, she thought. And more yet.

“Between 2045 and 2048, he used New York as his hunting ground, partnered with Nancy Draper—age forty-four, funky-junkie. During this period
he’d refined his skills, added some flourishes. He and Draper lived in an apartment on the Lower West Side, financing their habits and lifestyles by
running games and identity theft and electronic fraud—other skills he’d developed. He no longer sold his prey, but kept them. Twenty-six girls
between the ages of twelve and fifteen were abducted in New York, raped, tortured, beaten, and brainwashed. He kept them shackled in a room in
the apartment. The apartment itself was soundproofed, with the prison area shuttered. During his New York phase, he tattooed his vics, with the
number indicating their abduction status inside a heart over the left breast. Twenty-two were found in that room.”

And she could see them still, every one.

“The remaining four have never been found, nor have their bodies been recovered. Even their identities are unknown as he often preyed on
runaways.

“He is a highly intelligent and organized sociopath, a predatory pedophile, a narcissist with the ability to assume numerous personas. He uses
his mother-substitutes for support, cover, for ego, then eliminates them. Nancy Draper’s body was recovered from the Hudson River two days after
his capture. She’d been dead for three days. It's likely McQueen was preparing to move on, either out of New York or simply to a new partner.”

She favored the new-partner theory, always had.

“He confessed to nothing, even after intense interrogation. He was convicted on multiple counts of kidnapping, forced imprisonment, rape,
battery, and was sentenced to consecutive life sentences without possibility of parole on-planet, at Rikers, where the reports state he was a model
prisoner.”

She heard one of her men give a sound of disgust and derision, and since she felt the same, made no comment.

“Right up until yesterday when he slit the throat of a medical and escaped. Since that time he returned to his former apartment, bound the couple
living there, threatened them, and after forcing the male vic to leave to find me, beat and raped the female, leaving her with the heart tattoo
numbered twenty-seven.

“He left them alive because he wanted them to deliver messages. He’s back, and he intends to pick up where he left off. This isn't homicide,” she
added. “It’s not officially our investigation.”

She saw Baxter straighten at his desk. “LT—"



“But,” she continued in the same tone, “when a fuck like McQueen sends me a message, 'm going to pay attention. | expect every one of you to
do the same. Read his file. Take his picture. Whatever you're working on, whoever you're talking to—a wit, a weasel, a vic, a suspect, another cop,
the guy selling you a soy dog from the corner glidecart, you show it. Keep your eyes and ears open. He’s already hunting for number twenty-eight.”

She headed to her office—she needed a minute—and only closed her eyes briefly when she heard Peabody’s footfalls behind her.

“l have to write up the report, Peabody, and touch base with the commander. Read the file.”

“I've read the file. | studied the case, in depth, when | was at the Academy. You were barely out of the Academy yourself when you found him. Still
in uniform. It was your first major collar. You—"

‘I was there, Peabody. | remember the details.”

Peabody’s dark eyes stayed steady, her square face sober. “You know who he is, what he is, how he is. So you know he broke pattern to send
you a message. You cost him twelve years, Dallas. He's going to come after you.”

“Maybe, but 'm not his type. | went through puberty a long time ago. I'm not naive, stupid, or defenseless. It's a lot more likely he’ll consider it a
competition—he needs to beat me. And there’s a city full of young girls for him to pluck from to make me pay for those dozen years.”

Tired, she sat. “He doesn’t want me dead, Peabody, at least not right off. He wants to show me he’s smarter than | am. He wants to humiliate me,
at least for a while. That's how he’'d see this, a humiliation for me when he starts his new collection.”

“He’d have studied you. He thinks he knows you, but he doesn’t.”

“He will, before it's over. Look, we’re getting tight on time. Go change into your uniform.”

“We can postpone the ceremony, start working the case.”

Though having a medal pinned on her chest was the last thing Eve wanted with Tray Schuster’s grieving face and Julie Kopeski’s shockglazed
eyes in her head, she shook her head.

“We’re not postponing anything, and it's not our case.” But she intended to make a hard pitch for it. “Now get out of my hair. | have to change, too.
You're not the only one getting a medal today.”

“I know it's not your first. Is it still a big to you?”

“This one is. This one’s a big. Now go away.”

Alone, she sat a moment. Peabody was right, she thought, McQueen didn’t know her. She wasn’t humiliated. She was sick—in the heart and the
belly, in the mind. And thank God, she realized, she was working her way toward pissed.

She’d work better pissed.
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In the locker room with its familiar perfume of sweat and soap and someone’s cheap aftershave, Eve tied on the hard black uniform shoes. She
hated them—always had—but regulation was regulation. She flexed her toes a moment, then pushed off the bench, reached for her uniform cap.
Turning to the mirror, she fixed it squarely on her head.

She could see herself as she’d been a dozen years before, green as spring, with a shine on her shield and on those damned hard black shoes.

A cop, then and now, without any question, any hesitation over what she was meant to be. Had to be. She’d thought she’d known, but she hadn’t
known, really hadn’t begun to know what she would see and do, what she would learn and come to accept. What she would live through and live
with.

A lot of corners turned, she thought, and one sharp, jagged corner had been turned the moment she’d stepped into apartment 303 at 258 Murray
one sweltering day in late September barely six weeks after she’d graduated from the Academy.

She remembered the fear, the coppery smear of it in her throat, and she remembered the horror like a red haze.

Would she do anything differently now, now that she did know, now that she was no longer green? She couldn't say, she decided, and wondered
why she’d ask herself the question.

She’d done the job. That was all any cop could do.

She heard the outer door open, stepped away from the mirror, shut her locker. And when she turned, there he was.

She’d told him not to change his schedule, but then Roarke most often did what suited him. Seeing him settled her, brushed away the question
she couldn’t answer, dimmed the light on the past she wished she could will away.

He smiled at her—beautiful, just fucking beautiful in his slick business suit, the black mane of his hair gleaming nearly to his shoulders.

She knew every plane and angle of that amazing face, every line of the long, rangy body. And still, there were times just looking at him stole her
breath as nimbly as the thief he’d once been.

“l love a woman in uniform.” Ireland wove through his voice like a shimmer of silver.

“The shoes suck. | told you that you didn’t have to come. It’s just a formality.”

“It's so much more, Lieutenant, and | wouldn’t miss it for worlds. When | think of all the years | spent dodging cops, and never once considered
how bloody sexy a woman could be in dress blues. Or maybe it’s just my woman. My cop.”

He stepped forward, brushing his thumb over the shallow dent in her chin as he lifted her face. He kissed her, very lightly, and his stunning blue
eyes searched hers. “What’s wrong?”

“It's just work.” He saw, she knew, what others didn’'t. “Something came up.”

“You've caught a case?”

“Not exactly. | don’t have time to get into it right now. But 'm glad you came. It won't take long. You'll only have to put off buying a couple third-
world countries and listen to the mayor make a boring speech.”

“Well worth the price.” He kept his hand on her face a moment. “You'll tell me later then.”

“Yes.” She would. She could. He was another corner turned, the biggest and the best. She’d met him at another ceremony, one for the dead, she
the primary investigator on a murder, he a suspect with a shady past, a dubious present. A man with the face of a fallen angel and more money and
power than the devil himself.

Now he was hers.

She took his hands, felt the shape of his wedding ring against her palm. “It's a long story.”

“We’ll make time for it.”

“Later.” She shrugged it off. “You're right. This is more than a formality. It's important for Peabody, and for Detective Strong. The moment's more
than the medal, and a hell of a lot more than the boring speech. They earned it.”

“And you, Lieutenant.”

She spoke her earlier thoughts. “l did the job.”

She walked with him to the door. It opened even as she reached for it. Peabody's main squeeze, lan McNab, stood, not in the usual wild colors
and patterns of the fashionable e-geek, but in spiffy dress blues. He’d even tucked his long tail of blond hair under the cap.

He said, “Hey, Dallas, looking tight. Roarke, glad you made it.” “lan, | barely recognize you. You look very official.”

“Gotta do what you gotta. The shoes bite.”

“So I hear.”

“I swung in to let you know they decided to move the deal outside, front steps of Central.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Understanding glinted in his green eyes. “The mayor wanted more exposure for the cops that took down Renee Oberman’s ring, and for himself if
you ask me. You figure it's going to get another big bounce in the media. Good cops against bad cops and all that. Anyway, Peabody’s at her
desk.” He jerked a thumb over his skinny shoulder. “With her head between her knees. Maybe you could smooth her out so she doesn’'t boot when
the mayor pins the medal on her.”

“Oh, for Christ's sake.”

She strode out, long and lanky in the uniform, into the bullpen, and over to Peabody's desk.

“Pull yourself together, Detective. You're embarrassing yourself, and more important, you're embarrassing me.”

“They’re going to do it outside. In public.”

“So the fuck what?”

“Public,” Peabody said, head still between her knees.

“You're being honored by this department and this city for having the integrity, the courage, and the skill to take out a blight on this department
and this city. Dirty, murdering, greedy, treacherous cops are sitting in cages right now because you had that integrity, courage, and skill. | don’t care
if they do this damn thing in Grand Central, you will get on your feet. You will not puke, pass out, cry like a baby, or squeal like a girl. That's a
goddamn order.”

“I had more of a ‘Relax, Peabody, this is a proud moment’ sort of speech in mind,” McNab murmured to Roarke.

Roarke shook his head, grinned. “Did you now? You've a bit to learn yet, haven't you?”

“Sir.” With an audible gulp, Peabody got to her feet.

“Jesus, you're green and sweaty. Go splash some cold water on your face.”

“’Kay.”



“Peabody. Damn it, you earned this. So suck it up, straighten up, and take what you earned with some pride. If you can’t do it out of pride, then do
it out of fear, because | swear to God 'l kick your ass hard and ['ll kick it long if you—"

She broke off as she spotted movement, saw the faces. She thought, Crap.

“Don't let us interrupt,” Phoebe Peabody said with a breezy smile.

“‘Mom?” Despite the direct order, Peabody squealed like a girl. “Dad. You came! You came all the way to New York.”

She launched herself at them, jumped up and down in their arms in her uniform shoes.

“We ran into traffic or we’d have been here sooner.” Sam Peabody closed his dreamy gray eyes and hugged his daughter hard. “Everybody
sends love. We wanted to deliver it.”

“You're here. You're here.”

“Where else would we be?” Phoebe tipped Peabody's face back, and her pretty face went soft as silk. “Look at my sweet girl. My sweet, brave
girl. We’re so proud of you.”

“Don’'t, don’t. You'll make me cry, and 'm not allowed to. Under orders.”

“So we heard.” Tossing back her long, dark hair Phoebe stepped over, gave Eve a hug and a kiss on the cheek. The quick laugh said Phoebe
knew the display of affection embarrassed Eve. “You look formidable in uniform. And sexy. Doesn’t she, Sam?”

“She does.”

She got another hug and kiss, right in her own bullpen. Free-Agers, she thought, they just had to spread the love.

She could only sigh with relief when they turned their attention to McNab and Roarke.

“They never wanted me to be a cop,” Peabody said quietly, and drew Eve’s attention. “They love me, and they wanted me safe and home. But
they love me, and they let me go. They came to see me get this commendation. | won't puke or pass out.”

“Good. Take off after the ceremony, spend some time with them.”

“But McQueen—"

“Not our case. Yet. Take the time, Peabody. Things could be bad for a while, so take the good while you've got the chance.”

She stood on the steps of Central in air damp and steamy from the morning storm. Maybe she’d have preferred a more private venue for the
ceremony—less media, less fuss—but Peabody deserved the moment. As did Detective Strong, who stood with them, braced on crutches.

They'd pulled the crowd the mayor hoped for with plenty of reporters, fellow cops, family, the simply curious. She let the boring speeches roll over
her while she scanned.

Nadine Furst, of course, front and center with the media corps. She wouldn’'t miss the story, or stint on friendship. She saw Mira, dressed in one
of her lovely suits, and reminded herself to speak to the department’s top profiler and shrink about Julie and Tray.

Peabody’s parents, holding hands. Mavis, her oldest friend, stood with them, along with her husband and baby.

She hadn’t expected them. Apparently playing down this whole medal business hadn’'t worked. Obviously, she thought, as she spotted Crack—
hard to miss a giant, tattooed black guy with feathers hanging from his ears. And beside him stood Charles, the slick former licensed companion
along with his new bride, the dedicated Dr. Louise Dimatto.

She felt a flutter of mild horror as she watched Trina elbow her way up to Mavis, nuzzle baby Bella, then shoot Eve a narrowed, critical look.

Jesus, it wasn't as if anybody could even see her hair under the cap. Anybody but Trina, she decided. She suspected the hair-and-skin tech had
X-ray vision.

Eve looked away, found Roarke, decided she felt more comfortable looking at him.

Who wouldn’t?

Then she experienced sheer shock as she was damn sure she caught a glimpse of a bony figure in black. Summerset, Roarke’s majordomo,
painin her ass, walking cadaver, here?

Maybe she was hallucinating due to interminable-speech boredom.

Every cop in her division attended, and as per her request stood on the steps. As did Feeney, her former trainer, partner, and current captain of
the Electronic Detectives Division. His hangdog face remained sober, but she thought his eyes were a little glazed.

Imagined hers might be, too.

She tuned in again at the sound of applause, slid her gaze toward Commander Whitney as he joined the mayor. He, too, wore dress blues. She
thought, as she often did, of the street cop he’d been before he’d taken the chair.

They moved to Strong. The mayor spoke quietly to her about her service, her injuries, fixed the medal on her chest.

The process repeated with Eve. She didn't have anything—particularly—against the mayor. But Whitney’s handshake meant more than a
politician’s words to her.

“Well done, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Now came the pride as the mayor spoke Peabody's name. Integrity, honor, courage. She let the smile come—what the hell—as she heard
Peabody’s voice, just a little shaky, accept the congratulations and gratitude.

For a moment it was okay—the time, the fuss, even the round of photo ops. Because she stood with two good cops, and the man she loved so
much it made her stupid was smiling at her.

The milling began—shoulder slaps, handshakes. She caught the glintin Peabody’s eye, and fired one back.

“No hugging. Cops don’t hug.”

Peabody tracked her gaze to Strong, currently being hugged by another cop.

“She sustained injuries.”

“Okay, but in my mind you're getting a giant hug and a big, sloppy kiss.”

“Keep itin your head or you'll sustain injuries.”

Feeney stepped up to her, his uniform cap pulled low over his explosion of ginger and silver hair. “Nice work, kid.” He gave her the acceptable
cop hug—a punch on the shoulder.

“Thanks.”

“Thought the mayor would never shut up, but all in all, it's a damn good deal.”

Peabody got her hug and big sloppy, with the addition of a pat on the ass from McNab.

“Yeah, it's a damn good deal.” She spotted Roarke making his way to her, and feared she’'d get a hug—and more—despite her call for dignity.

But instead he simply took her hand in both of his. In his eyes she saw something that made her own sting. She saw pride.



“Congratulations, Lieutenant.” He tapped the medal with a fingertip. “It suits you. And to you, Ryan,” he said to Feeney, “for your part in making
her the cop she is.”

Feeney's color came up, as it did when he was pleased or embarrassed. “Well, she had the raw material. | just had to kick it into shape here and
there.”

“He did plenty of that,” Eve began. “I think he—"

She broke off. She saw him, just a glimpse, just a flash. The handsome face, the jailhouse pallor. Sunshades, sandy hair slicked back, a smart
gray pinstriped suit, royal-blue tie.

“Jesus Christ.”

She sprang forward, but the crowd swallowed them both. One hand on the butt of her weapon, Eve muscled her way through, craning her neck.
Cops and civilians swarmed around her; the noise of downtown rolled over streets and sidewalk. An ad blimp blasted out a jingle for a sale at the
Skymall.

Roarke snaked his way through to where she stood on the sidewalk, one hand still on her weapon, the other fisted in frustration.

“What is it?”

‘I saw him. He was here.”

“Who?”

“McQueen. Isaac McQueen.” She shook her head. “Son of a bitch. | have to report to the commander.”

“I'l wait. Go,” he said. “I'll make your excuses to Mavis and the rest. And Eve.” He laid a hand on her arm. “l want to hear about this—all of it—
when you're done.”

nr

Commander Whitney still wore the uniform, as did Eve, when she walked into his office. He stood behind his desk, a big man who carried the
weight of command well on strong shoulders. His dark eyes, cop’s eyes, measured her before he nodded.

“You're sure?”

“Yes, sir. He wanted me to see him, wanted me to know he could walk right through a sea of cops outside this house. He needs to insult and
humiliate this department, and me in particular. | need to put a team together, Commander, asap, and find him.”

“He’s being hunted, Lieutenant, by the NYPSD, and the FBI.” He held up a hand before she could speak. “l understand you want him, and want a
piece of the hunt. Fm not going to tell you not to use your considerable knowledge of McQueen, and your resources to aid the search. The fact is he
wants you as much as you want him, and | suspect has given you a great deal more thought over these past years than you've given him.”

“l know him, Commander.” The frustration she’d felt on the street wanted to bubble back to the surface. “Better than any cop in the NYPSD, better
than anyone in the FBI. I made it my business to know him. | don’t want to wait until he kills someone to make him my priority.”

“Do you believe he’ll contact you again?”

“Yes, sir, he will.”

“Then we’ll take it from there. In the meantime put together everything you know about him, run your probabilities, use your resources. | expect a
full report from the warden, the chief administrator, the prison psychiatrist in charge of McQueen’s case, and the guards on his block by morning.
You'll be copied.”

“He has a plan. He always has a plan. He didn't walk out of Rikers without one. | want to interview other prisoners he had regular contact with, and
the guards. | need access to his records, his visitor’s list, his communications.”

“The prison’s conducting an internal investigation.”

“Commander, he’s been out for nearly twenty-four hours.”

“I'm aware of that, Lieutenant. | wasn’t informed about the escape until this morning.” He waited a beat, nodded slowly. “The mayor and | had
more to discuss today than handing out medals, however well deserved. Prison administration has requested until nine hundred to conduct their
investigation. They've been given the time. | can promise you at one minute past nine tomorrow, you'll have what | have.”

“They’re playing politics and CYA. By nine tomorrow, he could have taken another girl. More than one.”

“I'm aware of that as well.” He sat now. “Even after we’re given what we need, we may not know anything to aid in this manhunt. His previous
capture involved solid police work, Dallas, and a stroke of luck. We’re going to need both to put him back where he belongs.”

She took time to change, to gather up all the file discs she needed, the old reports. Even then she could still taste the bitterness in the back of her
throat.

As arranged, Roarke met her by her vehicle in the garage.

“Here, let's have those.” He took one of the loaded file bags she carried. “I'd’ve helped to carry these down if you'd told me you were loading up.”

She wanted to say it was her weight to carry, but that sounded pompous. “I didn’t realize there was so much.”

Not entirely true, she thought, and let him take the wheel. There was more yet on Isaac McQueen, stored in her home office.

“First, I should tell you I declined a number of invitations for drinks, dinner—and/or a mag, drunken partython at the venue of your choice.”

The last would be Mavis, Eve deduced. “Sorry.”

“No need. You have a lot of people proud of you today, and who understand you've work to see to. Peabody's parents plan to stay a day or two,
and hope to see you again before they leave the city.”

“Yeah, that'd be good.” She drummed her fingers on her knee.

“How did it go with Whitney?”

“About like | expected. Less than Iwant.”

“From the heft of those bags, I'd say it's going to be a busy night.”

“l won't get data from the prison until morning. Isaac McQueen. He’'s—"

“l looked him up while you were with Whitney, so | have the salients. Twenty-six girls. And then there was you. | want to hear it, Eve, from you.”

“I'l tell you all of it. | guess | need to. But | have to clear my head. | have to settle it down. He could be anywhere.” She stared at the streets, the
sidewalks, the buildings, the ever-moving crowds. “Anywhere. | want to be out there, looking, but it's a waste of time and energy. | have to think, and
I can’t think until | get my head straight. | need to work some of this off, sweat a little. Take an hour in the gym.”

“With a sparring droid you can beat up?”

She smiled, a little. “Not quite that much.”

“Take your hour. Then we’ll talk.”



She remained silent until he drove through the gates, down the long curve of the drive to the beautiful house with its towers, its turrets, its unique
style.

He’d built this, she thought. This house. This home. Her home now, too—and that was something else that could steal her breath.

“l didn’t have anyone to talk to about it before. | hadn’t started training with Feeney, hadn’t met Mavis. | didn’t think | needed or wanted anyone to
talk to about it. I think now, this time, if I didn’t, | might go a little crazy. | don’t know if | could take going back alone.”

“You're not.” As he had at Central, he took her hand in both of his. “And never again alone.” This time with his eyes on hers, he brought her hand
to his lips. “Take your hour. Go on, I'll get your file bags.”

He knew, she thought, because he’d read about McQueen, that she needed time and understood why. She wasn’t sure what she’d done in her
life to earn someone who understood her so well.

She stepped inside.

Then again, nothing came free.

Summerset stood in his stiff, funeral-black suit, his face stern as a headstone—and the fat cat, Galahad, squat at his feet.

“lfind I can still be shocked,” he said. “You're home nearly on time, and unbloodied.”

“Day’s not over. You know | thought | saw a dead man walking a couple hours ago. Did you have to go downtown for some eye of newt?”

He lifted his eyebrows. “l have no idea what you're talking about. | prefer doing my shopping uptown.”

“Must’ve been another corpse.” She strode by him, opted to take the elevator down to the gym.

Thinking the lieutenant had looked quite impressive in her uniform, standing on Central’'s wide steps, Summerset walked over to open the door
for Roarke.

And lifted his eyebrows at the file bags. “I take it any celebratory dinner is on hold.”

“ltis, yes. An old adversary come round again. It's troubling,” Roarke said as he started upstairs with the cat trotting after him.

She ran three miles, hard, selecting an urban setting, so the program simulated the sound of her feet pounding on pavement, the buzz of traffic—
street and air.

She set another program for weights and pumped until her muscles wept. When that wasn’t enough, she showered off the sweat in the bathroom
attached to the expansive gym.

She’d do a couple dozen fast laps in the pool, she decided, and burn off the last of this ugly frustration and sick fear.

She didn’t bother with a bathing suit, but just grabbed a towel. More than the hour she’d asked for, she noted, but she wasn’t quite there yet.

When she stepped out into the tropical paradise of the pool area, wound through the trees, the flowers, she saw him sitting at a table. He’'d
changed into a T-shirt and casual pants. He had a bottle of wine, a couple of glasses—and worked with apparent enjoyment on his PPC.

Waiting for her, she thought. Wasn't that a miracle? This amazing man would wait for her, would be there.

She hadn’'t needed the three miles, she realized, or the weights or the laps. All she needed was Roarke.

“There you are.” He glanced up. “Better?”

“l took longer than | said. | got caught up.”

“No matter. I had a bit of work to finish up, and had a swim as well.”

“Oh. I was thinking you'd take one with me.”

“Well, I could, but | always enjoy watching you in the water, especially since you like to swim naked.”

“Pervert.” She walked to him. “Why don’t you come in? Unless watching’s all you're up for.”

She let the towel drop.

“When you put it that way.”

Rather than diving in as was her habit, she walked down the steps, through the lagoon corner, ordering on the jets and blue lights as she slowly
sank in.

“l was going to burn the rest off with some laps,” she said as Roarke shed his clothes. “But | figure you can do a better job of it. Maybe.”

“A challenge.” He joined her in the water. “Something else I'm always up for.”

She tipped her head back, shot her fingers in his hair, gripped it. “Prove it,” she said, and dragged his mouth to hers.

She wanted hot and hard, like the jets pulsing in the blue water. No tenderness, no gentle caress, but greedy and careless.

He knew, he always knew. She set her teeth on his shoulder as his hands took, rough and ready, whipping her to the place where there was no
room for thoughts, for worries, for a world of the cruel.

His mouth, his mouth, scorching her skin, devouring her heart right through her breast while his hand shoved between her legs. The first orgasm
ripped her as he dragged her under the water.

Breathless, blind, she sank into the pool, into him and the battering sea of sensation. Only to surface on a wild cry of release when he pulled her
up again.

She wrapped around him, slick with water, hot with needs. Her hands and mouth were as busy as his, as demanding and urgent. The trouble he’d
seen in her eyes, the sadness he’d sensed coiled in her dropped away. With them went his worry, went everything but this mad, almost brutal
wanting.

Snared init, he shoved her to the wall. His fingers dug into her hips as he plunged into her.

Breathless gasps muffled against his mouth. He wanted to swallow them, swallow her in deep, dark gulps. The water slapped and slithered,
sluiced off skin faintly and eerily blue in the light.

“Take more.” Steeped in her. Drowning in her. “Take more.” Yes, she thought, yes. More. Gripping the edge, she wrapped her legs around his
waist. Arching up, arching back, she took until her cries echoed around the garden. Took until there was nothing left.
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He knew if it was left up to Eve they'd have the conversation and what passed for a meal in her home office. Another case, he decided, where she
needed more. As summer refused to retire for the season, he arranged for the meal on one of the terraces where the gardens burst with color and
scent.

There, with the air stubbornly holding the damp from the morning’s storm, tiny lights glimmered, candles flickered against the dark.

“I've got a lot of research to get to,” she began.

“Undoubtedly, and we’ll take all the time you need once | understand the situation, and you've got some food in you. Red meat.” He lifted the
cover off a plate.

Eve eyed the steak. “Playing dirty.”

“Is there another way? We’ve a barrel of salt for your fries.”

She had to laugh. “Really dirty.” She took the wine he offered. “You know my weaknesses.”

“Every one.” And he hoped the pretty table, the pretty evening would help her through what she had to tell him. “I'll wager you missed lunch.”

She sipped, sat. “I had to hack away at paperwork all morning, and kept thinking if | just had a body, | could skate out of it. It's that careful what
you wish for bit. Sucks that it's usually true.”

She told him about Tray and Julie, then of the prison administration dragging their feet on notification of McQueen’s escape. Bookending the
worst of it, she supposed. Building up to going back.

“He wants your attention.”

“And he’s got it. He'll keep it until he’s back in a cage. He should’ve been transferred to an off-planet facility six years ago when Omega was
complete. But . ..”

She shrugged, continued to eat.

“They never charged him with the murders. His mother, the girls never recovered, the other women?”

“No. Not enough evidence, especially if you're a PA more concerned with your conviction rate than actual justice.”

“You were disappointed,” Roarke commented.

“l was green.” She shrugged again, but with more of a jerk. “I figured we had enough solid circumstantial on the four missing girls, on the dead
mother, partners. We had enough to try him on those charges, too. But that wasn’'t my decision. That's not my job.”

“You're still disappointed.”

“Maybe, but 'm not green now, so I'm realistic. And McQueen wouldn’t break. Feeney worked him for hours, days. He let me observe. He even
brought me into the box briefly, hoping seeing me would shake, or just piss off McQueen enough for him to say something, make some mistake.
And I'm getting ahead of myself,” she realized. “l guess I'd better start at the beginning.”

“Twelve years,” he prompted her, wanting her to talk it out, for both of them. “You'd barely begun.”

“I'm trying to remember me, to see myself. To feel. | wanted to be a cop so bad. A good cop, solid. To work my way up to detective. | wanted
Homicide, that was always the goal. Homicide detective. | didn’t really know anybody in the department, in the city for that matter. Most of the
rookies who graduated with me were scattered around the boroughs. | got Manhattan, and that was big. I needed to be here.”

He topped off her wine, gave her a small opening. “I think of the photo you gave me for Christmas, of you at your desk at the Academy. Hardly
more than a child, and your hair long.”

“I'd hacked it off by the time | graduated.”

“You had cop’s eyes even then.”

“I missed things. I had a lot to learn. | was working out of the Four-Six, Lower West. A little house. Central absorbed it, | guess, about eight years
ago. It's a club now. The Blue Line. Weird.”

She paused when a thought struck her. “You don’'t own it, do you?”

“No.” But he filed it away, thinking she might enjoy owning her first cop shop.

She drew a breath. “Okay. So. | was only a few weeks on the job, on patrol or doing the grunt work they stick rooks with. It was hot, like this, late
summer when you're wondering if it'll ever cool off again. There was a mugging that went way, way south. A couple in visiting their daughter. She’d
just had a baby. They're walking back to her place, did some shopping for the kid.

“Junkie, crashing, and he’s got a six-inch sticker. They don’'t hand everything over fast enough, and he gives the woman a jab to hurry them up.
One thing leads to another, and the man ends up dead with a dozen holes in him; the woman'’s critical, but conscious. Manages to call out until
somebody stops. It's a decent enough neighborhood, and it's freaking broad daylight. But there just wasn’'t anybody around. Bad luck. Feeney
caught the case.”

“That would be good luck,” Roarke prompted.

“Yeah. Jesus, Roarke, he was good. | know the e-work is his thing, and he’s the best. But he was a hell of a murder cop. He didn’t look that much
different—less gray, not as many lines. But even back then he looked like he’d slept in his clothes for a couple nights running. Just watching him
was an education. How he worked the scene, read it, read the wits.”

Looking back, seeing Feeney in her head, she settled a bit more. “I stood there, watching him, and | thought, ‘That's what | want.” Not just
Homicide, but to be that good. He stood on the sidewalk with the blood and the body, and he saw it. He felt it. He didn’t show it, hard to explain.”

“You don’t need to.” Because he’d stood and watched her with blood and body, and knew she saw. Knew she felt.

“Well. The junkie went rabbit, and the wits gave conflicting descriptions. The surviving vic was mostly out of it, but we had a general to go on. They
called in some uniforms to canvass because one of the wits said they thought maybe he lived right there on Murray, or knew somebody who did. |
was partnered up with Boyd Fergus, a good beat cop. We ended up at two-fifty-eight Murray. We weren't getting anywhere. Nobody'd seen
anything, and most of the people who lived in that neighborhood were at work anyway. So when we got to that building, Fergus said we’d split up,
and since | was younger and had better legs, | should start up on three. He’d take the first floor, and we’d meet up again on two. It was just...”

“Fate?”

“Or luck, or what the fuck. But I headed up to the third floor.”

And she saw it. Felt it.

The old building trapped the hot like a steel box, then mixed it with the smell of the veggie hash—don’t spare the garlic—someone was stirring up
for dinner on the second floor. She could hear the various choices of evening entertainments vibrating against walls and doors. Trash rock, media
reports, canned laughter from some sitcom, soaring opera banged and echoed dull through the stairway. Over it she heard creaks, voices, and
somebody carping about the price of soy coffee.

nr



She could relate.

She filed it all away, automatically taking note of the size and shape of the hallway, the exits, the window at the far end of the landing, the cracks in
the ancient plaster.

It was important to pay attention, take in the details, know where you were. She appreciated Fergus for trusting her to do so, trusting her to handle
the knock on doors on her own, even if it was just another routine.

Routines made up the whole, formed the structure for everything else. Boredom was a factor, sure, in the routine of knocking, identifying,
questioning, moving on, and doing it all again and again. But whenever boredom tried to sneak in, she reminded herself she was a cop, she was
doing the job.

For the first time in her life, she was someone.

Officer Eve Dallas, NYPSD.

She stood for something now. For someone. She climbed the stairs in the stuffy, noisy building for Trevor and Paula Garson.

Two hours before Trevor had been alive, Paula healthy. Now he was dead and she was struggling not to be.

And one of those knocks might, just might, result in information on the asshole who’d taken a life, broken all the lives connected to it.

So she knocked, identified herself, questioned, moved on.

At the second apartment, the woman who answered wore pajamas and exhausted eyes.

“Summer cold,” she told Eve. “I've been trying to sleep it off.”

“You've been home all day?”

“Yeah. What's this about?”

“Two people were mugged in this vicinity approximately two hours ago. Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

“You know, maybe. Head cold’s got me, so | can’t taste anything, brain’s fuzzy, and my ears are plugged up. But | thought | heard somebody
screaming. Figured | imagined it, or it was from one of the neighbor’s screens, but | looked out the window. | did see somebody running, but | didn’t
think anything of it, just went back to bed. God, was somebody hurt? This is a good neighborhood.”

“Yes, ma’am, someone was hurt. Could you describe the individual you saw running?”

“Maybe. | didn't really get a good look. That window.” She gestured. “Id come out to get a drink—Ilots of fluids—and thought maybe I'd try the
couch awhile. | heard something, and walked over to look.”

“Do you mind if come in?”

“No, sure. Better keep your distance. 'm probably contagious. Honestly, Officer, | was pretty out of it. All the meds, but | did see somebody
running. That way.”

At the window, she pointed west. “lt was a man. Long hair, um, brown, | think. He was running away, but he did look over his shoulder. | think. He
had a scruffy little beard.”

“Height, weight, skin color?”

“Oh. White, | think. Not black. | guess he looked sort of skinny. Shorts! He was wearing shorts. Knobby knees. And he was carrying a couple of
bags, shopping bags. | remember because | thought, ‘Wow, he’s in a hurry to get home with his loot.” Jeez, it was someone else’s loot.”

“Was it someone you've seen before?”

‘I don’t really think so. 'm usually at work during the day. | only moved in a couple months ago, and don’t really know anybody yet.”

Eve took the woman’s name, her contact information, thanked her for her cooperation. She stepped out, intending to tag Fergus, inform him of
the lead and her status.

She saw someone at the door of 303.

He had two shopping bags—Iocal market, she noted—and set them down to uncode his door.

She noted the door had serious security, unlike the standard she’d observed in the rest of the building.

She filed away his approximate height, weight, what he wore as she approached. “Excuse me, sir.”

He’d just opened the door, reached down for the bags. He straightened slowly, turned. She saw a beat of blank before his face transformed into
polite curiosity.

“Officer. What can | do for you?”

“Are you the resident?”

“Yes, lam.” Now he beamed a smile. “lIsaac McQueen.”

“Are you just getting home for the day, Mr. McQueen?”

“Actually, I ran out a short time ago to do some shopping.”

“Were you at home approximately two hours ago?”

“Yes, lwas. Is there a problem?”

Something off, she thought, but didn’t know what or why. She kept her eyes level on his as she walked toward him.

“There was a mugging.”

Distress covered his face, but it seemed to her he slipped it on like a mask. “Is that what was going on? | saw the police around when | walked
down to the market.”

“Yes, sir. Did you see or hear anything else?”

“Not that I can think of. | really should get these groceries put away.”

Something off, she thought again. Just . . . something. “I'd like to ask you some questions, just routine. May | come in?”

“Really, Officer...”

“Dallas.”

“Officer Dallas, | don't see how | can help you.”

“l won’'t take up much of your time now, and it'll save you from another visit later so | can complete my report.”

“Fine. Anything to help the boys—and girls—in blue.” He stepped in, let her follow.

Big space, she thought, nicely furnished. Plenty of windows, all privacy screened. And the door to the left had a security lock and two hand bolts.

Yeah, something off.

“I need to get my fresh fruits and vegetables in the cooler,” he told her.

“No problem. This is a nice unit, Mr. McQueen.”

“llike it.” He carried his bags to the kitchen, began to unload.

“Do you live alone?”

“At the moment.”



“‘Employment?”

“Is that relevant?”

“Just details for my report, sir.”

“l do e-work, freelance.”

“So you work at home.”

“Primarily.”

“Nice and quiet,” she commented.

Quiet, she thought, unlike the rest of the building. Why would a freelance e-man soundproof his apartment? Why would he have a room locked
and bolted from the outside?

“Were you working two hours ago when the incident took place?”

“Yes, |was, which is why I didn’t see or hear anything.”

“That’s too bad because the window behind you has a direct view of the crime scene.” She glanced left. “Is that your office?”

“That’s right.”

“Mind if | take a look?”

“Yes, 'm afraid 1do.” He continued to smile, but annoyance slithered through. “My work is sensitive and confidential.”

“Requiring you to lock it up, from the outside.”

“Better safe than sorry. Now if that's all—"

“You said you live alone.”

“That’s right.”

“That’s a lot of food for one person.”

“Do you think so? But then you're very thin, aren’t you? Officer Dallas, unless you believe | mugged a couple of people on the street a stone’s
throw from my own home, I'd like to get my food put away and get back to work.”

“ldidn’t say a couple of people.”

He sighed, hugely. “You must have. Now, I'll show you out.”

As he came around the counter, walked toward her, she shifted her balance, instinctively laid her hand on the butt of her weapon.

“Mr. McQueen, I'm wondering why you wouldn’t report a crime, or at the very least contact nine-one-one when a woman was screaming for help.”

“l told you | didn’'t see anything. And if | had, some of us choose not to get involved. Now—"

“You don’t want to put your hand on me, sir.”

He held his up in a gesture of peace. “And | don’t want to contact your superior and report this harassment.”

“I'l contact my partner downstairs. He’'ll come up and you can report us both.” Fergus would kick her ass most likely, but damn it there was
something here. So she pushed just a little harder. “And then you can explain what’s behind that door.”

“Officer Dallas.” His tone, his expression transmitted mild annoyance mixed with reluctant amusement. “Have it your way.”

His fist rammed fast and hard. She dodged, but the punch glanced off the side of her cheekbone, and her face exploded with pain. The single
stumble back gave him the time and space to kick the weapon she drew out of her hand.

She pivoted, her right hand numb, her face throbbing, swung into a spinning kick, followed it with a back fist. She landed both, would have tapped
her communicator for assistance, but caught the glint of a knife.

Fear coated her throat as she barely evaded the first vicious jab.

“Scream if you want.” He smiled, but she saw—somehow recognized—the monster behind it. “No one can hear. And your’link, any com
devices?” He jabbed again, almost playfully. “They won’t work in here. 've got jammers activated. You should have listened to me, Officer Dallas. |
gave you every opportunity to leave.”

He blocked her kick, sliced out with the knife and scored her shoulder.

He outweighed her, had a longer reach and a weapon. Combat training, she judged, as she used her own to dodge, to weave, to land a blow or
two.

Fergus would contact her, and unable to tag her come looking.

But she couldn’t depend on backup. All she had was herself.

“You wanted to see what was in my workroom. 'm going to show you when we’re done. I'll show you where the bad girls go.”

She threw a lamp at him. Pitiful, she thought, but it gave her a little room.

This time when he sliced, she went in low, plowed her fists into his balls, her head into his belly. She felt the knife catch another piece of her, but
came up hard with an uppercut, jammed her knee into his already tender crotch.

She tried a body takedown, and he flung her across the room.

“That hurfi” Outrage reddened his face, stripped away all amusement. “You skinny bitch, you're going to pay for that.”

Her ears rang. Her vision blurred. She thought, no, she’d be damned if she’d die this way. She was going to make goddamn detective.

She shifted her weight and balance, came up with both feet. When he staggered back she scrambled up and behind a chair. Time to catch her
breath. She was hurt, knew she was hurt. Couldn’t think about it. He’d kill the hell out of her unless she evened the odds.

“I'm a cop.” She tasted blood along with the fear. “Dallas, Officer Eve. And you're under arrest. You have the right to remain silent.”

He laughed. Laughed and laughed with blood running from his split lip. He came forward, passing the knife from hand to hand. “You're a feisty
one, and entertaining. 'm going to keep you alive for a long, long time.”

For an instant she saw two of him and thought, fleetingly, she might have a concussion. Closer, she thought, let him get closer. Let him think she
was finished.

Then she shoved the chair hard into his knees, and dived.

She rolled, came up with her weapon. As he leaped toward her, she fired. He jerked back, kept coming. She fired again. “Go down, you fucker!”
And again.

She heard herself screaming when the knife dropped out of his hand, when he slid, shaking, to the floor.

“Son of a bitch, son of a bitch, son of a bitch.” She got to her knees, weapon still trained. She couldn’t get her breath. Had to get her breath.

Training, routine. Kick the knife away, get out your restraints. Secure the prisoner.

She straightened, swayed as pain and nausea churned through her.

Jesus, Jesus, I'm hurt.

She couldn’'t say why she did it. Even years later she didn’t know why she’d felt so compelled. She searched his pockets, found the key.

She staggered to the locked room even as her mind reeled off procedure. Go out, contact Fergus, call for backup. Officer needs assistance.



Sweet Jesus, officer needs assistance.
Instead, she dragged the bolts clear, managed after three tries to uncode the lock.
And she opened the door to hell.

“There were so many of them. Children, just girls, shackled, naked, covered in bruises, dried blood, God knows what. Most of them were
huddled together. Eyes, so many eyes on me. The smell, the sounds, | can’t tell you.”

She didn't know if she’d taken his hand or he’d taken hers, but the contact kept her grounded in the now, and a desperate step back from the
horror.

“He’d put a couple chem toilets in there, some old blankets. There were cams up in the corners so he could monitor them. I didn’t see any of that,
not then. All | could see were girls and their eyes. | can still see them.”

“Take a break.”

She shook her head, tightened her grip on his hand. “All at once, that’s better. For a minute | went somewhere else. I'd buried those memories of
my father, and that room in Dallas so deep. It was gone, all of that was just gone. But for a moment, standing there, with all the girls, all the eyes, |
went back. The dirty red light from the sign flashing against the window glass. The cold, so cold. And the blood all over me. Not me, a child, but the
child was me, and the pain was mine. For that moment it just poured back, poison down the throat. | froze. Just stood there with part of me eight
years old and covered with blood in that awful room.

“I started to go, just slide away, just slide to the floor, just slide back into that place | didn’t really recognize. But one of the girls started screaming
at me. Help us. Do something. You bitch, she said, do something. Her name was Bree Jones. She and her twin sister, Melinda, were the last
taken, only a week before. A week in that hell. Well, some of them had endured it for years.”

“As you had,” he murmured.

“l didn’t know, or couldn’'t know. Or wouldn’t.” Eve closed her eyes a moment, focused on the warm, firm contact—Roarke’s hand holding hers.

“But she screamed and shouted, yanking at the chains. And it brought me back. Help us. That was the job, to help, not to stand there frozen and
shaking and sick. The others started screaming, shouting, crying. It didn’'t sound human. I went in. | wasn’t thinking straight. | didn’'t have the keys to
the shackles. | had to find the keys.”

She let go of his hand to rub both of hers over her face. “Procedure, routine. | pulled it out, dragged it through the hell. It got me through. | told them
I was the police, told them my rank and name, told them they were safe now. When | said | had to go out, get more help, they went crazy. Dont leave
us. Begging me, cursing me, wailing like animals. But | had to. | had to get Fergus, get more cops, get medicals. Procedure, routine. It's the
foundation. | left them. McQueen was coming around. | didn’t even hesitate, just gave him another shock. Didn’t think twice about it. | stepped out in
the hall, and got Fergus on my communicator. | told him to call for backup and medicals. A lot of both. Multiple victims, apartment three-oh-three. He
didn’t ask questions, called it in while he came on the run. He was a good cop, a solid cop. | heard him running up the stairs when | went back to the
room. | heard him say, ‘Mary, Mother of God.’ Like a prayer. | remember that, then it gets blurry for a while.”

She took a breath, another drink of wine. “But we found the keys, and he found some sheets, some blankets for the girls. He stayed so calm, like
a good dad, I guess. Soothing. Then procedure. Backup, medicals, getting identification and information. Feeney.”

She looked over the garden with its glimmering lights, drew in the fragrance of flowers she couldn’t name.

“Feeney came in, sat down beside me while the MTs dealt with the cuts. All that controlled chaos around us, and he sits down, gives me a long
look. You know how he does.”

“Yes,” Roarke murmured. “ldo.”

“ “‘Well, kid,” he said, ‘you caught the bad guy today, and saved some lives. Not a bad day’s work for a rook.” | was a little punchy. They'd given
me some tranq before | could stop them. So | said, ‘Fuck that, Lieutenant. It's a good day's work for any cop.’ He just nodded, and asked me how
many girls. | said twenty-two. | don’t know when | counted. | don’t remember counting.”

She swiped at tears she’d just realized streamed down her cheeks. “God. | wouldn’'t go to the hospital. Big surprise. He took my oral report right
there in McQueen’s apartment. Two days later, | was reassigned as his aide. Homicide, Cop Central. In some twisted way, McQueen got me
everything | wanted.”

“You're wrong. In every way, Eve, you got it for yourself. You saw something in him others hadn’t, and maybe wouldn’'t have for a long time.”

She took his hand again, needed his hand again. “l saw my father. | saw Richard Troy. | didn’t know it, but | saw him when | looked at McQueen.”

“And saved twenty-two young girls.”

“For twelve years that was enough. Now it's not. He’s already hunting, Roarke.”

She brought her gaze back to his. “He’ll have a place. If he doesn’t have his partner already, he’ll soon find one. He’ll have transportation,
probably a dark van. He broke out through the infirmary, so he’ll have drugs—trangs, paralytics. He'll change his appearance a little. His hair was
lighter when | caught sight of him today. He’s too vain to change it much, but he’ll do subtle alterations. He'll dress well, fashionably, but nothing
overdone. He'll look safe, attractive. And he’ll be eager to start again. Julie gave him a release, but she’s not what he’s after. He’ll need a girl,
twelve, thirteen, or a young-looking fourteen or fifteen. If she’s with friends or family he’ll find a way to separate her. He’ll lure her into the van, or give
her just enough trang to make her compliant.”

She needed to work, Roarke thought. To utilize data, logic, pattern, and step away from the emotion.

“How?” he asked. “How would he finance or acquire transportation, a place, suitable clothing, and so on?”

“If it's convenient or necessary, he’ll steal. Pick pockets. He’s as good as you.”

“Please.”

“Okay, maybe not, and I'm going on reports and history anyway. We presumed he had money or funds stashed. The clothes, the electronics, the
food and wine in his place? He had to have money, more than we found. He grifted, and well, a long time, and the e-fraud was lucrative. EDD
couldn’t find a trace of an account attached to him, other than the standard he had under his own name with a couple thousand in it. It's possible
they missed it, but we figured he kept a stash, as he’d been trained to do as a kid. Just dig in, take the cash, and go.”

“Multiple caches would be smarter. All the eggs in one basket makes an expensive omelette if broken.”

“You'd know. If he had funds tucked away in New York, he’d have access by now. But. . .”

“But?” Roarke prompted.

“l could see a stash, or a few. Running money, quick cash. But he’s smart, greedy, like | said, he wants good clothes, good wine, all that. He
knows his way around electronics.”

“He’d have that account—or likely accounts, you're thinking. Investments, letting his money make money.”

“Yeah, I figure that. His other priority would be the partner. He needs that attention, support, and someone to run interference.”



“The visitor’s list, communications. She’d be in there, wouldn’t she?”

“Has to be. He might escape on impulse and opportunity, but if he hadn’t had a plan in place, he’d have gone underground until he had one.”

She paused a moment, let herself think it through now that her mind had cleared. “They're looking for somebody running, hiding, even scrambling.
He’s not. He deliberately sought attention, so he’s confident, secure. He’s not on the run. Getting a hit off the BOLO we’ve got out on him would be
sheer luck. He kept his first New York victim in that room for three years. She was strong. He lived there in a working-class neighborhood, on the
third floor of a well-occupied building, and managed to transport his victims in, and we assume transport the bodies or remains of the ones who
didn’t survive out, without anyone seeing him. He won’t go down easy.”

“l don’'t question your judgment, but will add that this time it's more than feeding his need, more than the girls. It's you. It's showing you up, paying
you back. And payback is a distraction. It adds an element of risk that wasn’'t in play before.”

“It's a factor,” she agreed. “And the break in his pattern complicates things for him more than us. Still, he’s had twelve years to think it through,
plan it out, refine the details. | have to catch up.”

“Then we’d better get started.” He rose, took her hand to bring her to her feet. “You didn’t take him down all those years ago just because you
were lucky. You were smarter than he was, even then. He was stronger, had the advantage, but you didn’t lose your head or panic. And you didn’t
stop. He may have had this time to plan and refine, but you've had it to hone your instincts, to build experience. And you have something else now
you didn’'t have then.”

“You.”

“See how smart you are?” He brushed a kiss over her forehead. “It'll give me pleasure to use my considerable resources, not to mention skills—"

“You just mentioned them.”

“So | did. In any case, I'll enjoy using them to help you put him away a second time, and for good. And | can start doing just that by accessing his
visitors and communications logs from the prison.”

She opened her mouth, a knee-jerk refusal on the tip of her tongue. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t bent the rules before, but it never sat quite right.
“Yeah. Yeah, you do that. They've got no business stonewalling until tomorrow while they work on their spin. | don’'t care about their spin or the
politics. | need to know who he's talked to, seen. I need it all. A few hours’ jump on this might save some kid from being taken.”

They set up in Roarke’s private office, with the unregistered equipment, shielded from the intrusive eye of CompuGuard. He walked to the wide,
U-shaped command center, laid his palm on the security plate. “This is Roarke. Power up.”

And the controls glittered like jewels against the sleek black console. Nothing accessed here could go in any report, not until the data came to her
by proper and legal channels. But . . .

One of his shades of gray, she thought. He had more than she did, a thinner and more adjustable line. Still, all she had to do was remember all
the girls, all those eyes inside that obscenity of a room, to step over to Roarke’s side of it.

She sat at the auxiliary comp, called up her files. She’d need to set up a board, she worked better with visuals. But for now she’d take the time to
refresh herself on all things Isaac McQueen.

She steeped herself in it, in the photographs, the data stream, the psychiatric reports, court transcripts. She surfaced when Roarke set a mug of
coffee on the console beside her.

“The medical he killed yesterday had a wife and a two-year-old daughter.”

She nodded. “You think | need to justify what 'm doing, or letting you do. Maybe sometime down the road | will. Right now I'm clear on it. I'm
sidestepping politics.”

She looked up at him. He’d tied his hair back—work mode. “I've got no problem with that.”

“All right, then. | have his visitors log, and the record of all approved communications. | imagine you've considered he communicated with
someone outside by non-approved means. If so, he didn’t use any variation of his own ID, or send or receive by anyone using any variation of those
on the approved list. I'll look deeper.”

He leaned on the console, sipped from a mug of his own. “| programmed a search for key phrases, repetitions. So far all the e-coms are
innocuous. Answers to messages from reporters, writers, an inmate advocacy group. There’s very little over a twelve-year period, which weighs on
the side he found a way to skirt around approval.”

Eve drank coffee and considered. “He’s got the e-skills. He wouldn’'t make a mistake there, and he’d be very careful what he put on a hard drive.
We stripped down his electronics before. Next to nothing. He’s very careful. The way to the partner, if he’s lined one up, would be through visitation.
Face-to-face contact. Privacy rules, thanks to prison advocacy groups—prevent monitoring prisoner visitation. It'll be a woman, between forty and . .
. adding the twelve years in, probably more like between fifty and sixty. Attractive, with some sort of addiction or vulnerability he can exploit.”

“Nearly all his visitors were female. Data’s copied to your unit.”

Eve called it up. Out of twenty-six visitors, eighteen were women, and most of them repeat visitors.

“| get the reporters—after a juicy story, maybe a big book deal or vid. He’d probably string them along awhile, get them to come back, entertain
him. Tell them nothing. But the rest? What did they get out of spending time with him, knowing what he’d done, what he is? | don't—Jesus, Melinda
Jones.”

“Yes.”

“August, ‘fifty-five. About five years ago. Single visit. | need to run her.”

“l did. She’s a rape and trauma counselor, attached to the Dallas police department, where her sister is a cop who just made detective. They
share an apartment, live only a few miles from their parents, and the home where they grew up. She’s single, and she’s clean.”

“Okay. She’d have been about nineteen when she made this visit.”

“Facing her monster.”

“Maybe. Probably. I'll have to contact her, see what he said to her. She’s not his type now. Too old for his tastes, too young for partner status. A
rape counselor and a cop. They made something out of what happened to them. It's good to know that.”

She scanned down the list. “Multiple visits would be the highest probability. Not too many. No point in sending up a flag.”

She ordered the computer to separate out names of subjects who’d visited between six and twelve times. “We’ll start with these.”

“I'l take four.”

They ran them for data, put images on screen.

“Computer, delete subjects three, five, and eight. Too many busts,” she told Roarke. “He wouldn’t work with someone who screwed up that often
and got caught. And since subject two is now deceased, we can toss her out of the mix. Down to four,” she said as she paced. “Number one, Deb
Bracken, has a New York address, so we’ll check her out in person. The other three are scattered around. Miami, Baltimore, and Baton Rouge.



We’ll have local authorities give them a look once we’re cleared.

“There’s something about this one. Number seven.”

“Sister Suzan Devon,” Roarke read. “Recovering illegals addict. Two busts for possession, one for solicitation without a license.”

“Yeah, but the busts are in her misspent youth. Nothing since she hit thirty. She’s the right age. Early fifties, not bad looking. Member of the
Church of Redemption, based in Baton Rouge. Lists spiritual advisor as reason for visits. Bogus bullshit.”

“The last visit was more than a year ago.”

“That wouldn’t matter if he managed to set things up, and contact her under the radar. She gives me a buzz, so we’ll look at her, and number six—
she hits the notes. So Bracken, because she’s here, Devon and this Verner because they buzz, and the last of the four, Rinaldi, because she made
the cut.”

She turned to him. “if we correlate their geographical location at the time of the e-mails you dug up, can we identify their particular
communications? The contact system they used?”

“I'don’t know about we, but | can.”

“Smart-ass.”

“I'l just sit my smart ass down and do that for you, darling. And you can get me a cookie.”

“A cookie?”

“Yes. I'd like a cookie, and more coffee.”

“Huh.”

As he sat his smart ass down, she decided she wouldn’t mind a cookie herself.



4

When Eve walked into Whitney's office the next morning, she’d already decided how to play it. She had data, theories, and specific individuals who
needed a good talking to.

How she divulged it was key.

The meeting with the feds, the prison rep, the lawyers, and the department’s Fugitive Apprehension team could be a lot of blather, spinning, glad-
handing, or a pissing contest.

Personally she enjoyed a good pissing contest, but not when she was pressed for time.

So she went in prepared to play the game with every intention of winning it.

“Lieutenant Dallas.” Whitney remained at his desk as he introduced her to the feds.

She judged the curvy brunette, Special Agent Elva Nikos, and her partner, Scott Laurence, with his boxer’s build and shiny pate, as seasoned.

And hoped they weren’'t assholes.

“Lieutenant Tusso is heading the FA team. We’re waiting on the representative from Rikers.”

“While we are,” Nikos began, “I'd like to relay to you what Agent Laurence and myself have related to both Commander Whitney and Lieutenant
Tusso. We're not here to shut you out or step on your toes. We understand that the NYPSD apprehended the subject and built a case for conviction,
and that you, in particular, Lieutenant Dallas, have a vested interest in locating Isaac McQueen.”

“Then let me relay to you | don’t care who finds McQueen and slaps him back in a cage. You and your partner, Lieutenant Tusso and his team, or
me and mine—or any combination thereof. | don’t care if it's somebody’s grandmother with a can of pepper spray and a good right hook.”

“l appreciate that, Lieutenant. You can be assured that any leads or information we generate during this investigation will be shared.”

“Ditto. | can start now, or wait until the prison rep decides to join us. Commander?”

Whitney watched her carefully. “You have new information, Lieutenant?”

“I believe I've . . . generated possible leads, yes, sir.” At his nod, she continued. “l accessed the employment records of guards and other staff
who most often came into contact with McQueen. As all of the staff can and would be considered suspects, this access fell into the boundaries of
procedure. Executing standard runs and probability scans, I'd like to bring in Kyle Lovett, a guard assigned to McQueen’s block, and Randall
Stibble, a lay counselor.”

“What do you have on them?” Nikos demanded.

“I'm assuming you don’t need to see my work,” Eve said, on the dry side. “Lovett’s done two rounds in a gambling addiction program. Since his
wife left him eighteen months ago, 'm betting he needs round three. McQueen likes addictive personalities.”

She had more, but the access there dipped into shadow territory.

“Stibble counsels chemi-heads and alcoholics. He brings his own personal experience. He's been in and out of rehab since he was sixteen, did
time as a juvie and an adult for illegals-related offenses. McQueen doesn’t do illegals, drinks—wine is his choice—in moderation, but he attended
Stibble’s sessions regularly. He doesn’'t waste his time or do anything without a purpose.”

“You suspect either or both of these men aided McQueen in his escape?” Lieutenant Tusso asked.

“l think one or both did more. McQueen works with a partner until she bores him, screws up, or fulfills her purpose. He'd want someone on the
outside. He’d need to get and receive communication from her.”

“He needed a liaison,” Nikos said.

“And has likely worked with more than one over the past twelve years. We're going to find his visitors list leans heavily toward females. We
connect someone at the prison—and my money’s on either or both of these men—we have a lead on the partner. She’ll be an addict of some kind,
likely have a sheet for grifting at the least. She’ll be between the ages of forty-five and sixty. Attractive.”

Now it got trickier.

“l have a short list of names of women who fit the partner profile, and have connections or associations with either Stibble or Lovett. We could get
lucky and match one up with the visitors list.”

“That's considerable, and in a short amount of time.”

Eve merely glanced at Nikos. “We don’t have any to waste. He’s already hunting.”

“We know McQueen prefers urban environments,” Tusso began. “He most usually hunts and abducts his victims in busy areas, likes the crowds.
Times Square, Chelsea Piers, Coney Island—those were his primary hunting grounds during his last spree.”

Eve wanted to say it hadn't been a spree. Sprees were fast, furious, often random. Just a thirst for violence and excitement. But she held her
tongue.

“He’s already hit in New York,” Tusso continued, “and sent messages to Lieutenant Dallas through the victims. Our focus will be on his known
hunting grounds.”

“We’ll coordinate with you,” Nikos told him. “Our probability scans and anals are heavily weighted toward McQueen moving out of New York and
going under for a period of time,” she began. “We’re looking at public transportation, and doing facial recognition on toll scans.”

Eve held her tongue again as Nikos ran through the FBI's strategy. If the feds wanted to believe McQueen was on the run, let them.

“We already have officers in place at the high-probability targets,” Tusso continued. “McQueen usually snatches his vics at night, but he’s been
known to work in daylight. We'll have those areas covered twenty-four/seven until his capture.”

After a brisk knock on the door, Whitney’s admin announced Oliver Greenleaf, the prison’s chief administrator. Eve immediately dubbed him a
weasel. Striding in at his side in a sharp red suit, Amanda Spring, the prison’s chief counsel, carried a glossy leather briefcase the same shade of
golden brown as her hair.

“Commander.” With a toothy smile, Greenleaf extended his hand as he crossed the room. “I do apologize for being a bit late. We were detained
by—"

“You're fully twenty minutes late,” Whitney said in a tone that, to Eve’s private satisfaction, wiped the smile off Greenleaf's pale, pinched face.
“And I'm not interested in your reasons or excuses. You've already kept this department and agents from the FBI waiting more than twenty-four
hours for information vital to our joint investigation.”

“Commander.” Spring nudged her client aside, and spoke in a tone equally stern. “As legal counsel fo—"

“I have not yet addressed you, nor do | intend to. Your facility is responsible for the escape of a violent pedophile, Greenleaf, and you've wasted
the valuable time of the officers and agents working to apprehend him. 'm telling you, and the lawyer you felt it necessary to bring to this office, that
if one girl is taken, is hurt in any way, you will have hell to pay. That's a personal promise.”

“Commander Whitney, threats are hardly productive.”



Whitney skewered the lawyer with a look. “If you speak again, | will have you removed from this office. You were not invited here. Your client has
no need for legal counsel as he is in no danger, unfortunately, of being placed under arrest. Now, | want all the data and reports, lists and files this
department demanded after being, belatedly, informed of Isaac McQueen'’s escape.”

“We have quite a bit of data for you. Unfortunately, our internal investigation is not yet complete. It's, of course, imperative that this investigation
be thorough and comprehensive. We expect to have those reports finalized and in your hand by the end of the day.”

Whitney's stare could have melted iron. “If you stall thirty seconds more, this is what's going to happen. | will hold a media conference, along with
my lieutenants and these agents. | will announce not only that Isaac McQueen walked out of your facility after murdering a medical, but that you
deemed it proper to delay informing the NYPSD of this escape for over eighteen hours. During which time, McQueen assaulted and raped a female
victim, assaulted her male cohab. I will provide graphic details of these attacks.”

“‘Commander—”"

“Shut up. 'm not done. I will further report that your facility has delayed another twenty-four hours in providing this department and the FBI with vital
and pertinent data, and that charges of obstruction of justice are being considered. | will then have Lieutenant Dallas remind the public just what she
found when she apprehended Isaac McQueen twelve years ago. You'll be lucky if they don’t come for you with pitchforks.”

He waited a beat. “| want everything you've got, and now, including your preliminary reports and findings on your internal investigation. Thirty
seconds,” Whitney repeated when Greenleaf looked at Spring for guidance. “Don’t test me again.”

Spring opened her briefcase. “Permission to speak,” she said, in bitter tones.

“No. Put the files on my desk, then get out. Both of you. If all the data required and requested is not within those files, Greenleaf, you're going to
need a lawyer, as is your superior. Feel free to pass that information along to him.”

Spring laid a disc bag on Whitney’s desk, then shook her head when Greenleaf started to speak again. She turned on her fancy heels, strode out
with her client scurrying after her.

For a moment, there was absolute silence.

Throughout the ass-kicking, Laurence sat, silent and still. His face put Eve in mind of some African chieftain. Handsomely carved, fiercely stoic.

Now, a grin spread over those sculpted planes and angles. “It's inappropriate,” he said, “but | really want to applaud. One question, Commander,
would you have done it? Gone public?”

“Lieutenant Dallas?” Whitney glanced at her. “Would [?”

“You gave them more time than you wanted, than was necessary. They showed no genuine concern for endangering the public, or even for the
murder of an employee in their facility. They decided they'd run the show—and illustrate it by being deliberately late to this meeting, and continuing
to stall on the results of their internal. Had it been necessary, you would have gone to the media and roasted them. As it is, | believe you'll use
whatever influence and contacts you have to see that Greenleaf, his lawyer, and his superior have their contracts canceled.

“In my opinion, Commander.”

“Lieutenant Dallas has just given you a brief demonstration of why she’s one of the most valuable assets of the NYPSD. She observes, deduces,
and reports with accuracy.”

Eve took her copies of the data files to her office with a quick signal for Peabody to follow when she swung through the bullpen.

“‘How'd it go?” Peabody asked. “It took longer than I figured, so | was starting to get jumpy.”

“The prison people kept us waiting, kept trying to stall. Whitney sliced and diced them like one of those Samurai chefs. It was beautiful. | think we
got lucky with the feds. 'm not reading complete asshole, though I believe they're pursuing the wrong angles. And Tusso from FA’s got teams in
place at McQueen’s known hunting grounds. Now sit down.”

“Uh-oh.”

“l have names, connections, and a plan of action already. 'm not going to tell you how | got the data.”

“Okay.”

“Officially, | gathered the data by standard means, maybe brushing the line a little. I've already passed what | could with those parameters to the
other investigators. The feds will be talking to one of the guards. He’s dirty. We’ll take a lay addiction counselor. He’s involved. | know this because |
was able to generate a list of probable partners, and he’s connected to several females who visited McQueen in prison. Four of them made my
short list. One’s in New York. We'll talk to her.”

Peabody puffed out her cheeks. “The meet may have taken longer than | thought, but we’re a lot further along than | figured.”

“Not far enough. He's had almost two days. The guard’s a tossaway. Gambling addict, and though | wasn’t able to pass it on, the feds will shortly
find out he’s got a not-very-well-hidden account where he’s been making regular deposits of two large a month, for years. McQueen knew we’d
track that, pull the guard in. He won’'t know anything much.”

“Which is why you gave him to the feds.”

“He has to be interviewed, sweated some. He may have more than | think. But it's Stipple who rings for me. He won’'t know McQueen'’s plans, not
the fine details anyway, but he may know or have a good guess as to who he’s hooked up with. The woman’s on the way, so we’ll take her first. |
need you to run and analyze all the data the prison just handed over en route. Searches and anal fully on record now. Let's go.”

“How are we handling the coordination with the other teams?”

“We work independently,” Eve told her as they headed out, jumped on a glide. “Share all results, hold a daily briefing. So far nobody's playing
games. But .. . . you should do a standard on the feds,” she said, and gave Peabody the names. “Just to get a full sense of them.”

“How many men are you putting on the team?”

“l want to talk to these two possibles first, then I'll get down to that.” In the garage she got behind the wheel of her vehicle. “I've gone around and
around on it. | had some time and space to settle last night, think it through. The probability runs, given the current data, say McQueen’s in New
York. He'll hunt here, work to engage me. He wants me to be part of the investigation.”

“That makes the most sense.”

“l don’'t think so, because staying in New York is stupid, and he’s not. He broke pattern, yeah, which means he’s likely to break it again. But I've
had twelve years to make New York my ground. He wants to take me on, and yeah, that plays. But why would he do it on my home ground? He
could go anywhere.”

“Leave New York,” Peabody pointed out, “lose you.”

“He’s already given me a good shot. | don't know. It doesn’t feel right. It feels too simple, too straightforward. He likes elaborate. He had years to
put his plans together, and this is the best he can do? Maybe I'm overthinking, second-guessing.” She rolled her shoulders to loosen them. “I need
to consult with Mira. I'd trust her more than a probability run.”



“She was at the ceremony yesterday.”

“Yeah, | saw her.”

“It was nice, seeing so many friends. | owe you big for cutting me loose early yesterday.”

“Consider you won't be again until McQueen’s back in a cage.”

“Even so. It meant a lot to my parents for me to spend real time with them. Dad took us out to dinner. A real restaurant, too. Not veggie, not
vegan, not healthy choice for Free-Agers. We had actual meat. They were sorry you and Roarke couldn't come. They understood, but they were
sorry.”

“It was nice to see them anyway. Give me data, Peabody. We’re nearly there.”

“Special Agent Scott Laurence, twenty-seven-year vet. Recruited while he was in college. String of commendations. On the short list for bureau
chief.”

“Interesting. He let her take the lead.”

“Well, she’s no slouch. He’'s married—twenty-two years. Two kids. She’s single, got eight years in. Degrees in psych, criminology. First in her
class at Quantico.”

She looked up when Eve rattled up to a second-level spot on the street. “Anyway, they look solid.”

“Felt that way. Bracken works nights. Tends bar at a strip joint where she used to peel it off.” Eve gestured. “She lives above her current place of
employment.”

Peabody glanced over. “Handy.”

“Had her club LC license pulled when she tested positive on the regulation exam for illegals. She’s fifty-one, no marriages, no official cohabs, no
offspring. Spotty employment, a couple of stints for illegals-related charges. Nothing major. Her juvie records show consistent truancy, runaway,
petty theft.”

“Sounds like McQueen'’s type.”

The neighborhood had probably seen better days, but to Eve’s eye it looked as though it had always been dirty, dreary, and dangerous. The strip
joint, cleverly named Strip Joint, hunched against the sidewalk like a gaudy toad. Some street artist had drawn excellently executed and
optimistically sized male genitalia onto the naked and also optimistically endowed naked woman on the sign.

As it didn’t look fresh, Eve assumed either the owners didn’t give a rat’s ass or thought it added interest.

She’d have used her master to gain access to the residential door, but the lock was broken. And that did look fresh.

She ignored the smell of stale zoner in the skinny entryway, and the far skinnier elevator. Peabody clumped up the stairs after her. “Why do guys
always urinate on the walls of places like this?”

“Expressing their disdain for the facilities.”

Peabody snorted. “Good one. Disdain by pee. | bet she lives all the way up on four.”

“Four-C.”

“Oh well, | ate all my dessert last night and part of McNab’s. | deserve to walk up four flights. | wasn’t going to have dessert, but it was right there,
all gooey and sweet. It's like sex. | mean, when it's right there, what are you supposed to do? | wasn't going to have that either—sex—with my
parents bunking in the office, but, well, it was right there.”

“I'l tolerate the gooey and sweet, Peabody, but 'm not thinking about you having sex with McNab, especially in the same sentence as ‘my
parents.’”

“l think they had sex, too.”

Eve struggled not to wince or twitch. “Do you want me to kick you down four flights of steps and make you walk up again?”

“I'd probably bounce all the way down, too, with all this gooey and sweet in my butt. So | guess not.”

“Good choice.”

No palm plate, no security cam, Eve noted, on 4-C. Just two dead bolts and a manual peep.

She banged her fist on the door.

“McQueen’s partners always kept their own places,” she told Peabody. “Usually worked full- or part-time. We only have information from the vics
on the last. She helped him lure, abduct, restrain. She helped him clean them up if he decided to use one he’d had for a while. Then she liked to
watch.”

Peabody’s face went cold. “Which makes her as much of a monster as him.”

“Yeah, it does.” Eve banged again.

A door opened across the hall. “Shut the fuck up! People are trying to sleep.”

Eve studied the man glaring at her. He stood buck-naked but for a nipple ring and a tat of a coiled snake. She held up her badge. “I'd call that
indecent exposure, but it barely qualifies. Deb Bracken.”

“Fuck. She’s in there. She sleeps like the dead.” He slammed the door.

Eve banged again, kept on banging until she heard somebody cursing from inside 4-C. A minute later she saw the bleary eye through the peep.
“What the hell do you want?”

Once again, Eve held up her badge. “Open up.”

“Goddamn it.” The peep flipped closed, bolts and locks rattled open. “What the hell? I'm trying to sleep here.”

From the looks of her, she’d been doing a good job of it. Her hair, a short, sleep-crazed mess of brass and black, stuck up everywhere around a
thin, slack face. She’d neglected to remove her enhancers so her eyes and lips were smeared with what was left of them.

She wore a short black robe, carelessly looped, that showed good legs and breasts too perky not to have been paid for.

“‘lIsaac McQueen.”

“Who?”

“If you bullshit me, Deb, we’ll have this little talk downtown.”

“Christ sake, you beat on my door, wake me up, hassle me. What the hell is this?”

“lIsaac McQueen,” Eve repeated.

“l heard you. Jesus.” She gave Eve a hard, smeary-eyed scowl. “I need a hit.” And turned, shuffled away.

Eyebrows cocked, Eve stepped in, watched Bracken continue to shuffle to the far corner of the messy living area where the kitchen consisted of
a bucket-sized sink, a mini-friggie, and a shoe box—sized AutoChef. When she stabbed at the AutoChef it made a harsh, grinding hum, then a
clunk.

She pulled out a mug, downed the contents like medicine. From the smell, Eve identified cheap coffee substitute. She waited while Bracken
programmed a second mug, took a slug.



“Isaac’s in the joint.”

“Not anymore.”

“No shit.” The first glimmer of interest passed over her face. “How'd he get out?”

“Sliced up a medical and took his ID.”

“He killed somebody?” Bracken’'s scowl deepened. “That’s bullshit.”

“It's not the first time.”

“l don't believe that.” She glugged down more coffee, shook her head. “He wasn't in for murder, so he didn't do murder. He’s maybe a prick, but
he ain’'t no killer.”

“Tell that to the medical’'s widow and kid. Has he been by to see you, Deb?”

“Shit no. 'm old news to him.” She frowned into her coffee. “Prick.”

“You visited him in The Tombs.”

“Yeah, so what? It's not against the law. Some cop framed him, set him up so she could get some flash. So he liked kiddie porn. Everybody’s got
their quirks, right? Anyway, |just went in a couple times to talk to him, give him some company.”

“Eleven visits is more than a couple,” Peabody pointed out.

“What'’s the difference? | haven't seen him in, like, two years. He gave me the boot. Get that? He’s in the joint and he gives me the boot. Prick.”

“How did you and McQueen get acquainted?” Eve asked her.

“What'’s it to you?”

At Eve’s nod, Peabody took a file from her bag, handed it to Eve. She walked it over, set it on the tiny, crowded counter. Opened it. “Take a look.
This is what he kept in a locked room in his apartment twelve years ago.”

Bracken’s face paled, but she shook her head again. “lt was a frame-up.”

“l was in that room. | found those girls.”

“You're the one who set him up?”

“l didn’t set him up, but I took him down. And | will again. Here’s what he did yesterday, so 'd know he was back in business.” She showed her the
evidence photo of Julie Kopeski. “She and her cohab live in that apartment now. McQueen broke in. He beat the crap out of her, raped her. |
wonder, Deb, if he’ll decide to look you up, renew your acquaintance.”

“l wanna sit down.”

“Go ahead.”

She made her way through the clutter, dropped into a chair. “This isn’t bullshit?”

“Do you want to see a picture of the medical he cut up?”

“No. Christ no. | liked the guy. | mean | really liked him. He talked to me like | was special, said real sweet things. And he’s nice looking, you
know? He just seemed so sad, and like he needed somebody to talk to, to care about him. It really hurt my feelings when he said he didn’t want to
see me anymore. And he took me off the visitor’s list, wouldn't answer my messages.”

“You didn’t start visiting him out of the goodness of your heart.”

“See | was in this program. | had some issues with . . . substances. It was like community service, supposed to be good for me. And okay, 'm
clean now. You can do a test. I've been clean for almost nine months. But maybe back then I still had issues, and | got a hundred for the visits. I did it
for the money at first, but then I really liked the prick. You know?”

“Who made the arrangements?”

“Idon’t like to get him in trouble.”

“Deb, McQueen had a steady stream of women visiting him. Women like you,” Eve added, “with issues. McQueen liked to work with a partner. A
woman with issues.”

Spots of color bloomed on her cheeks as her mouth dropped open. “Fuck me! I'd never do shit to a kid—to anybody. Okay, maybe when | had
issues | skimmed a few pockets, ran a few games, but that was part of the issue. | never hurt anybody. | wouldn’t have helped him do anything to a
kid. Christ sake.”

“Which is probably why he gave you the boot. Who set you up?”

“Stib. That son of a bitch. I'll kill him. | don’t mean for real,” she said quickly.

“Randall Stibble?”

“Yeah, yeah.” She shoved at the mess of her two-toned hair. “He headed up the program, was like the counselor, and he did that stuff for inmates.
| got messed up when Isaac cut me off, and | dropped out of the program, got sort of deeper into the issues awhile. 'm clean now. Swear to God.”

“I believe you. Did he ever talk to you about his plans?”

“Well, sometimes he talked about finding a way out, and when he did how he’d set the record straight with the cop who set him up. | guess that's
you.”

“Did you ever smuggle anything in to him?”

“Look, look, 'm clean. Nine months clean, and | got a regular job. it may not seem like much to you, but | haven’t been clean, not really, since | was
fifteen.”

“I'm not going to hassle you about it,” Eve told her. “But’—she tapped Julie’s photo again—*I need to know.”

“Okay, well, maybe, sometimes, I'd pass stuff to Stib, or to this guard—"

“Lovett?”

“If you already know why ask me?”

“What stuff?”

“Well, maybe, sometimes, some kiddie porn. He had a weakness, who was | to judge?”

“Is that all?”

“Maybe electronic stuff.”

“Such as?”

“l don’'t know—nhand to God—I don’t know much about that shit. He’d give me lists, and I'd go get it. Even paid for it mostly. Prick! He said how
electronics was a hobby, and they wouldn’t let him have the stuff he wanted inside. | mean, what was the harm? He was so nice. He called me baby
doll. Nobody ever called me baby doll. And he sent me flowers. Twice.”

“A real romantic.”

“Yeah. Yeah, | thought.” Slumping, she sulked into her coffee. “Then he gave me the boot, and now you're saying he really did that to those kids.
Maybe | should’ve known it, but | had those issues back then. You see things different when you're clean.”



“If McQueen contacts you, contact me. If he comes to the door, don’t let him in. Alert nine-one-one and contact me.”
“You bet your ass | will.” She took Eve’s card.

“Do yourself a favor. Don’t contact Stibble.”

“l got zip to say to that son of a bitch. Jesus, I really liked the guy. Sick fuck.”

“Your take?” Eve asked Peabody as they headed back to the car.
“Same as yours. She was telling it straight. | don’t think McQueen’s given her a thought in the last two years. | can’t see him paying her a visit.”
“No, but the thought he might will have her telling us anything else she thinks of, and it confirmed Stibble as the liaison.”
“And we’ve got a lot more than zip to say to that son of a bitch.”
“Bet your ass.”
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They found Stibble in a shoe-box storefront he used for addiction counseling. He looked, Eve decided, even more like a ferret in person than in his
ID documents. The short, curly beard he sported didn’'t do anything to soften his pointy chin, and the rosetinted shades on his short hook of a nose
only added an element of silly.

Those, the skinny braid down the back of his white, hooded tunic, and the pair of leather bracelets around his bony ankles combined to fall
somewhere between affected Free-Ager and urban monk.

Which, she supposed, was what he’d aimed for.

He sat with three people on the floor in a circle. Some sort of pyramid-shaped paperweight stood in the center. Harps and gongs trilled and
bonged.

He paused, beamed a welcoming smile at Eve and Peabody.

“Welcome! We’ve begun our visualization exercise. Please, join us. Share your first name if you feel comfortable doing so.”

“That would be Lieutenant,” Eve said, and took out her badge. “And you can visualize taking a trip down to Cop Central.”

“Is there a problem?”

“lIsaac McQueen'’s a big one. You arranging his auditions for a new partner while collecting a fee from the State’s another big one for you.”

Stibble folded his hands at his waist. “It sounds as if you have inaccurate information. We’'ll need to straighten this out. | have another forty
minutes in this session, so if you'd come back—"

“Would you like to stand up voluntarily?” Eve asked pleasantly, “or would you like me to help you? Class is dismissed,” she said to the trio on the
floor.

“Hey, | paid for the hour.”

She studied the man who’d objected, the scruff of beard, the exhausted eyes.

“What's the damage?”

“Charge is seventy-five. Special introductory fee.”

“Buddy, you're so getting hosed. Peabody, give this gentleman the address for the closest Get Straight location. I's free,” she said to the man.
“They don’t make you sit on the floor or look at pyramids. And they serve halfway decent coffee and cookies.”

“I really object to you insinuating —"

“Button it,” she advised Stibble. “l apologize for the inconvenience,” she told everyone else. “Your counselor’s required elsewhere.”

“I'm happy to reschedule.” As his group filed out, Stibble hurried after them. “Please don't let this minor problem cause you to stumble on your
journey to health and well-being!”

“Close it up, Stibble.”

“l have other patients due in—"

“His rights, Peabody.”

“Wait, wait!” He waved his hands in the air, danced on his toes, did a couple of agitated circles while Peabody recited the Revised Miranda.

“Do you understand your rights and obligations, Mr. Stibble?”

“You can't arrest me! I haven't done anything.”

“Answer the question,” Eve ordered.

“Yes, | understand my rights, but | don’t understand what this is all about. Isaac McQueen attended a number of my sessions. 've conducted them
at the prison for years. | know he’s escaped, and that’s terrible. But it doesn’'t have anything to do with me.”

“Deb Bracken. Ring a bell?”

“l-—I'm not sure.”

“She didn’'t have any problem remembering you, or the hundred dollars a visit you gave her after she agreed to meet McQueen. I've got a whole
list of names, and | bet every one of them points a finger at you.”

“Human contact and talk therapy are essential tools in rehabilitation counseling. It's not illegal.”

“Taking a bribe from an inmate to set him up with women is. You didn’t shell out a hundred out of compassion and generosity, Stibble. How did
McQueen pay you?”

“That’s ridiculous.” Behind the rose-colored glasses his eyes jittered with panic. “I'm afraid Ms. Bracken was under the influence of her addiction
at the time. She’s misremembering, that's all.”

“I'm about to charge you with accessory in the forced imprisonment of two people, the assault and rape of one of them.”

“You can't possibly be serious.” Panic morphed into fear as he backed up several steps. “I've never laid a hand on another human being in my
life.”

“McQueen has. You've been aiding and abetting him for years.”

“This is a big misunderstanding. | feel very upset to be threatened in this way. | think we should all take several deep, cleansing breaths.”

“Cuff him, Peabody.”

“Now wait, just wait.” He waved his hands around again. “l did arrange for a few women to visit Isaac. For therapeutic purposes, and with full
approval. Naturally, they—the women—needed to be compensated for their time. Rehabilitation requires many tools.”

“Cut the bullshit. How much did he pay you?”

“A small fee. Barely worth mentioning. Just to cover my own expenses.”

“A thousand a pop’s a lot of expenses. We found your account, Stibble.”

“Donation.” It squeaked out of him. “He donated to my center. It's perfectly legal.”

“How did you find the women? They're not all local.”

“l, ah, I've counseled many troubled people.”

“Who did he pick, out of those troubled people, to work with him?”

His eyes darted left and right, and Eve concluded she’d barely have to flex her fingers to squeeze the juice out of him.

‘I don’t know. | don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. | see it all over you.” She moved forward just enough to infringe on his space, kept her face hard, her voice flat and grim. “You knew
exactly what he was up to, and you didn't give a shit as long as you collected your fee. He settled on one. | want a name.”

“l can't tell you what | don’'t know.”

Eve moved fast, had him against the wall, arms behind his back. She slapped restraints on him.



“No! What are you doing? You can’t! 'm cooperating.”

“Not by my gauge. You're under arrest for taking a bribe while in the employ of the State of New York, for aiding and abetting a convicted felon,
for accessory to that felon’s escape, for murder, for—"

“Murder!”

“Nathan Rigby. McQueen slit his throat in the escape, and you're going down for it.”

“l didn’t know. How could | know?”

“Give me a name.” Eve perp-walked him to the door. “I want his partner.”

“Sister Suzan! It's Sister Suzan. Let me go.”

“Where is she?”

‘I don’t know. | don’t know. | swear to God.”

She paused, just inside the door, slightly loosened her grip. “How do you know he picked her?”

“l took messages in and out for them, after she told me he wanted to stop the visits. Memo cubes and discs. | don’t know what was on them. He’'d
tell me where to send hers, different mail drops. That's all | know.”

“Oh, | doubt it, but it's a start.”

She muscled him out the door.

“l cooperated. You can't arrest me for anything.”

“Watch me.”

Eve planned to move him through processing, let him sweat, then hit him again. He had more to give, and she had little doubt he’d give it. While
she worked him, Peabody could do a deeper search on and for Sister Suzan Devon.

But as she pulled into the garage at Central her communicator signaled.

“Dallas.”

“You're to report to Commander Whitney's office immediately, Lieutenant.”

“On my way.”

“Do you think something broke?” Peabody wondered.

“I'i find out when | get up there. Can you handle this asshole?”

Peabody glanced back at Stibble, who'd sobbed the entire way in. “l think | can manage him.”

“Pass him off, then have him put in a box until | get there.”

He sobbed on the elevator, too. With absolute relief, Eve jumped off at the first opportunity, shifted to the glides for the trip to the commander’s
office.

The admin showed her in immediately, shut the door.

“‘Commander. Detective Peabody and |took Randall Stibble into custody. He gave up the partner.”

“We’ll get to that. Sit down, Lieutenant.”

Though she preferred standing, and he knew it, she sat, because his tone brooked no argument.

“Sir.”

“McQueen’s surfaced. He’s taken a hostage.”

“A hostage?”

“We assume hostage as she no longer fits his victim type.”

“No longer fits.” Her belly clutched. “He’s taken one of his former victims. He has one of those girls. | never considered—I should have.” She
shook it off; tried to shake it off. “How do we know she’s with McQueen?”

“He left a message.” He paused at the knock, nodded when Dr. Mira came in.

Now Eve felt a prickle at the back of her neck.

“Eve.” Mira sat in the chair angled toward hers. Her face, as always, was quiet and lovely—but the worry in her eyes pushed Eve to her feet.

“‘Commander.”

“l want you to sit down, Dallas. 've asked Dr. Mira to join us as —as we both—uvalue her insight and opinion. I've already briefed her.”

When she obeyed, he brought his chair over—something she’d never known him to do—so he sat across from her, at eye level.

“At approximately midnight, Central Time, Isaac McQueen abducted Melinda Jones, one of the twin girls and last victims he previously abducted
from the Times Square area.”

“I know who she is,” Eve said quietly. “She went to see him in prison when she was nineteen. | didn’t follow up oniit.”

Her mouth went dry now, and her heart began to thump. “She lives in Dallas, she and her sister. The sister's a cop. They live in Dallas. My name.”

Because she’'d been found there, beaten, brutalized, and unable—or unwilling—to remember.

“What was the message?”

“This recording answered when Detective Jones called her sister’s’link.”

Whitney kept his eyes on her, ordered his computer to replay the message copied to him by the Dallas police.

Hello, Bree! | hope you remember me. Melinda did at our surprise reunion. Such a pretty young woman now, and you look just like her—
even with the different hairstyles. It's your old friend Isaac. Melinda and | are getting reacquainted, and we’ve so much to catch up on. |
hope to do the same with you. We hardly had any time together all those years ago as we were so rudely interrupted. Be a sweetheart,
won't you, and pass this along to Eve Dallas—that's Lieutenant Dallas now.

Come and get me. [fitisn’'t Dallas to Dallas—don’t you love that—uwithin eight hours after this message is received, well, | can only say
Melinda’s going to be very unhappy with only nine fingers. And that’s just the start.

Eight hours, Eve. Round two starts now. Love, Isaac.

“Did they trace the ’link?”

“In her vehicle,” Whitney told her. “Barely a mile from her apartment.”
“What time did the sister try to tag the 'link?”

“At ten forty-three this morning.”

“It's still shy of noon. We’re good on time.”



“We have no proof of life,” Whitney began.

“He wouldn't kill her, sir. Not right off the jump. He chose Melinda Jones for specific reasons. She confronted him while he was in prison. There
are no visitor records listing any of his other victims or family members. In addition, he’s gone to some trouble to set this up. He had to have ways
and means to get to her, a place to keep her, and that means he’s done his research and utilized his partner to make arrangements. No point in all
that just to kill her.”

“While 1tend to agree, it's very possible she’s no more than bait—dead or alive—to lure you down. He wants you there, out of your element and
without your usual resources. And we agree he’s gone to some trouble, used a partner, with you as the target.”

He paused, leaned toward her slightly. “Understand me, Lieutenant. | won’t order you to go.”

“Wherever he wants to take me on, Commander, he won't stop until that happens.”

She’d known, Eve thought now. She’d known it wouldn’'t be New York, that he wouldn’'t wage this battle on her ground.

But Dallas. She’d never considered he’d use Dallas and a former victim.

And she should have.

“There are another twenty-one survivors from that room,” she continued, “and he can pick and choose. And there are countless others who fit his
needs. He wants to engage me. He'll torture Melinda Jones, and/or take other victims until he does. This isn’'t a negotiation. It's an either/or until | go
where he wants me to go.”

No choice, she thought. He’d left her no choice at all. First strike to him.

“I'd prefer having your permission and support, Commander, and the cooperation of the Dallas PSD. But I'll go without it. | have personal time
coming, and I'll take it.”

“I've spoken with Detective Jones'’s lieutenant. He’s willing to accept your help, and include you in their investigation as a consultant. However . .
.” Whitney laid the palms of his hands on his thighs, tapped them twice. “Dallas, we’re all aware of your background, your history in that city. We
have to assume McQueen knows parts of it.”

A small, hard ball of ice formed in her belly. “it's likely he dug up the basics. That I'd been found there, my condition. It would only add to his
determination to draw me back. You know him.” She turned to Mira. “You know that would play.”

“‘Commander, if | could have a few moments in private with the lieutenant.”

His eyebrows drew together, but he nodded and rose. “Of course.”

“We’re wasting time,” Eve said the minute the door shut behind him. “We all know | have to go, so there’s no damn point in talking it all to death.”

“And I'll block you leaving New York unless you talk to me.”

“You can't”

Mira’s eyes, a mild, soft blue hardened to steel. “Don’t be so sure.”

“You'd let him torture, dismember, kill an innocent woman so, what, | don’'t experience some emotional trauma?” Eve shoved to her feet. “I'm a
cop. It's not your job to decide.”

“It's precisely my job,” Mira corrected with a rare flash of temper. “You didn’t blink. You didn’'t hesitate. And you'd better do both now, here with
me. Or would you rather bull forward and go, then find yourself unable to deal with it when that innocent's—and your own—life is on the line? You
were beaten and raped in Dallas.”

“Chicago, too. I remember it some, and a couple other places. Do | have to give you a list of cities so you can clear my travel?”

“You didn’t kill your abuser in Chicago. You were finally able to defend yourself in Dallas, a child of eight, who—covered with blood, her arm
broken, her mind frozen in shock—wandered the streets.”

“I know what happened. | was there.”

“And blocked it out for years, protected yourself from the memories of years of abuse as best you could. Lived with nightmares.”

‘I don’t have them anymore. | dealt with it. They stopped.” Almost entirely.

“Have you considered, even for a moment, what going back under these circumstances might mean? Going there, of all places, to hunt a man
who abuses—pbhysically, sexually, emotionally—children, just as your father did to you. Have you considered how this might affect you, personally
and professionally?”

“Do you think | want to go?” It burst out of her, a quick flood of anger and heat. “l went back once, to that room, to those streets, even to the alley
where they found me. | got through that, and | promised myself I'd never go back. He’s dead here, and here,” she said, putting her hands on her
head. “And | don't know if going there will bring him back again. God, | don’'t want to face that again, having him alive in my head. What do you
expect me to do? Let her die because I'm afraid of him, of all of it?”

“No.” Mira spoke quietly now. “l expect you to go, to do your job, to find him, and to stop him.”

“You just wanted me to break down first?”

“Yes, exactly. | care about you, Eve. You're so much more to me than another case file. | care about you as | do about my own children, and am
perfectly aware those feelings can and do make it difficult for both of us from time to time.”

She let out a sound, a mix of sorrow and regret. “A mother protects her child above all. She also has to let her go, but not without being sure her
child is prepared and armed and ready. If you couldn't admit to yourself and to me those fears, those doubts, you couldn’t be ready. Now | can let
you go, even wishing | could stop you.”

“ldon’'t want to go.” The breath Eve let out scraped at her throat like nails. “I couldn’t live with myself if | didn’t.”

“I know. He’ll use whatever he knows about your history, like salt in a wound. He’ll play mind games, prodding where you're most vulnerable. |
need you to promise you'll contact me if you need help.”

Eve walked back, sat. “lIt makes it difficult from time to time, on my end, because my memories of a mother are twisted and ugly. She hated me.
That's the foremost memory | have of her. The hate in her eyes when she looked at me. So | don’t know how to respond when the offer of, | guess, a
maternal type of affection and supportis . . . pure or whatever.”

“l understand that. It's something we can delve into deeper when you're ready.” Mira laid a hand over Eve’s. “Promise you'll let me know if you
need my help.”

“Ido. Iwill.”

Rising, Mira started for the door, stopped. “You're stronger than you were, and you were always strong. You're smarter than you were, and you
were always smart. You have more because you let yourself give and take more. He hasn’t changed since you stopped him. You have. Use that,”
she said, and opened the door.

“Commander,” Mira said when Whitney came back in. “In my opinion, Lieutenant Dallas is clear for this assignment.”

“The choice is yours, Lieutenant.”

“You know I've made it, sir.”



“Very well. Lieutenant Ricchio has cleared you as well, and to take another investigator at your discretion. If you want Peabody, I'll have it done.”

“Peabody’s needed here, Commander. She’s studied the case files, already has the research and data on the partner. As well as a suspect in
custody for accessory who may have more information. | want her to continue to work the case from here. To work it as primary.”

“That’s your call.”

“I'l brief her. I'll take Roarke, as expert consultant, civilian, if he’s available.”

“Make whatever arrangements you deem best, and contact me when you're in the air.” He drew a disc from his pocket. “Data on Ricchio,
Detective Jones, the other detectives and officers you'll most likely work with.”

“Thank you, sir. That's . . . thorough.”

“I know my cops,” he said briefly. “It'll save you from running them. Good hunting, Lieutenant.”

She hurried back to Homicide. She’d have time to think, review, plan on the trip, but for now she had to move fast.

She spotted Peabody eyeing the dubious choices at Vending outside the bullpen. “Peabody, with me.”

She went straight through into her office.

“I've got Stibble holding. | was just going to grab some lunch, then—"

“Grab it later. McQueen's in Dallas. He grabbed Melinda Jones, one of his former vics, last night.”

“Is she alive?”

“Assumed. He left a message for her twin sister. 've been invited down there to play with him.”

“To—" Peabody broke off, shut the door. “Does he know what happened to you there?”

“Undetermined.” As she spoke, Eve packed a file box. “Im leaving asap.”

“You mean vne.”

“No, I don’t. | need you here. | want you to handle Stibble. Wring him dry. Continue to find out anything you can on this Sister Suzan. She’ll be in
Dallas. She'll have laid the groundwork for McQueen. They've got a place, somewhere private enough to hold a hostage. She’ll have a place of her
own, close by. Use Baxter and Trueheart. If you need more manpower, let me know and 'l arrange it.”

“You're not going there alone.” Peabody shifted to block the door, and had Eve’s eyebrows lifting.

“Were your orders unclear, Detective?”

“Don’'t pull that shit on me, Dallas. Just don't. It’'s a trap, and worse, it’s there. It's where . . . it's there.”

“I know where itis, and of course he’s figuring it's a trap. He’'ll want to string it out for a while, have some fun with it. That's a mistake.”

Now Peabody folded her arms, planted her feet. “I m going with you.”

“Peabody, | know you've been working on improving your hand-to-hand, but | can take you down in five seconds flat.” She took a breath as
Peabody’s face only tightened into fiercer lines. First Mira, she thought, now this.

“If I can’t handle myself | don’t have any business with this badge or this office.”

“That’s not the point. This is different.”

“Every case is different, and how we deal with every case is different. But what's the same is we work it, we do the job, and we take the risks the
job demands. That's it.”

She considered demoralizing her partner by moving her bodily from the door. Not only would it leave a bad taste in her mouth, but she needed
Peabody on top, confident, clean-headed.

And under it, she just didn’'t have the heart to slap back the concern of her partner. Her friend.

“I'm going to talk to Roarke right now, see if he can clear some time to go along as a consultant. The commander cleared it with Dallas PSD.
Don’t question me on this, Peabody. I need to go, and I need to go knowing you're capable of taking charge of the investigation from here.”

“In charge? Me? But Baxter—”

“You studied McQueen, and you're familiar with all stages of the investigation to this point. You're a goddamn decorated officer of this
department. And you will take the lead on the New York end of this investigation as you've been trained to do. You will not let me down.”

‘I won't let you down. Please don’t go alone. If Roarke can't leave this minute, take one of the other men. Take backup that’s familiar, that you
know you can trust. You don’t know the people down there.”

“I've data on all of them. If Roarke’s not available, I'll consider hooking Feeney into it.”

“Okay. But if you need me—"

“| know where you are. Now I've got to go. He only gave me eight hours and it's ticking away fast. Send me whatever you get out of Stibble,
whatever you get on the partner.”

“I'l stay in regular contact.” With some reluctance Peabody moved away from the door, followed Eve out. “How do you want me to play Stibble?
Should "

“You know what to do. Do it. Now brief the men.” Without another word she left.

She pulled out her ’'link, tagged Baxter as she worked down the levels to the garage.

“Yo,” Baxter said.

“I'm headed out of town, following a lead on McQueen. Peabody’s taking over here. | want you and Trueheart working with her. She’s primary.”

“Copy that.”

“Don’'t give her too much grief, Baxter, but don’t baby her.”

“How much is too much? Don’t worry about it. Trueheart’ll keep me honest. Just go get that fucker, LT.”

“That’s the plan.” She clicked off, contacted Roarke’s office.

His admin, Caro, smiled at her. “Hello, Lieutenant. Roarke’s just finishing up a holo-conference. If it's important, I'll cut in.”

“I'm on my way there. I need to talk to him as soon as possible. It's urgent.”

Caro’s smile shifted to alert. “I'll clear the time.”

“Thanks.”

And here we go, Eve thought, as she jumped into her vehicle and pushed the DLE Urban Roarke had designed for her to full speed. As she
drove, dodging, weaving, hitting vertical to leapfrog, she plugged the disc Whitney had given her into the onboard comp, and began to familiarize
herself with Lieutenant Ricchio and his unit.

When she stepped into the expansive black-and-white lobby of Roarke’s headquarters, one of his security met her. “We cleared an elevator for



you. Straight up, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks.” She strode quickly past the moving maps, the banks and rivers of flowers, the crisscross of people bustling in and out of the shops and
eateries.

Security escorted her to the elevator, then stepped back. “It's programmed,” he told her before the doors closed.

She spent the time on the fast ride up, up, up, pacing the car, aligning her thoughts, working out what needed to be done and how to do it.

The doors opened again, directly into Roarke’s office, and he stood waiting.

“What's happened?”

“McQueen’s taken a hostage.” When he gripped her hand, she saw her mistake. He thought it was someone in New York, someone they loved.

“Who?”

“Melinda Jones. She’s one of the twins, the last he abducted.”

“l remember.” But relief didn't register on his face. He remembered, she thought, everything. “She’s in Dallas.”

“He grabbed her late last night. | can fill you in on it later. He’s given me a deadline to get down there, or he’ll start cutting pieces off of her.”

“He wants you in Dallas?” Those beautiful blue eyes narrowed and sharpened. “He specifically demanded this?”

“Yeah, in eight hours from the time the sister picked up the message. “That was at ten forty-three, their time. It's twelve-forty now. So I've got six
hours to get there. Or . . . it's earlier there, so llose an hour. Or gain it. Shit, | can’t ever figure that crap out.”

“There’s time enough. It isn’t a coincidence he’s there.”

“There are factors. We can get into them later. Right now | don’t want to fuck around, give him any excuse to start cutting her up. I'm cleared to
work with the locals, and to take a partner or aide, or whatever. | need Peabody to stay here, to run this part of the investigation.”

He nodded, and saying nothing more crossed the long space to his desk in front of the sea of glass that gave him New York. “Caro, clear my
schedule until further notice. | need a shuttle prepped and waiting at Transportation for a flight to Dallas, Texas. Right away.”

He clicked off the inter-office ’link. “Sit down a minute,” he told Eve.

‘I didn’t ask you to go with me. Iwas going to, but you didn’t give me a chance.”

“Do you think you could go there without me? Ever?”

She closed her eyes a minute. “No questions? No objections? No ‘“You can’'t go back there’?”

“I'd be wasting my time and yours. Going will hurt you. Not going would break you.”

This time when she let out a breath, it shuddered. And she went to him, wrapped her arms around him. “Yes. And going back without you? | don’t
want to think about it.”

“Then don’t.” He drew her back, looked into her eyes. “We’ll deal with this, you and I.”

“Yeah, we will. —we—need to get home, pack.”

He merely turned to the ’link again. A few seconds later, Summerset appeared on screen.

“Eve and | are leaving for Dallas on urgent police business. I'll need you to pack for both of us as quickly as possible, and have the luggage sent
to my short-range shuttle at Transportation.”

“Right away. Will a week’s wardrobe be sufficient?”

“That should be fine. I'll contact you with other instructions once we’re on our way. Thank you.”

Even through the rush, the worry, she had room for a good scoop of appalled. “Summerset's going to pack for me? Like, my underwear?”

Roarke glanced at her, smiled. “You seem more disturbed by that than with the idea of facing down McQueen.”

“The first is humiliating, and I'm looking forward to the second. But I'll suck it up. It saves time.”

“Spend it sitting down. Take a breath. | need to go consult with Caro for a few minutes.”

“Roarke.” She remained on her feet. “l know you probably think going with me on this kind of deal is part of the marriage rules.”

His lips curved in easy amusement. “You do love your rules.”

“When | know about them, and understand them. | know | give you a lot of grief about owning the world, or buying up planets. It's not that | don’t get
how much work, time, responsibility it takes to run everything you run. | do. So | know you're putting a hell of a lot on hold for me. | don’t take it for
granted.”

“Eve.” He waited a beat. “l once stood in a field in Ireland, alone, a little lost, and wishing for you more than | wished for my next breath. And you
came, though I never asked you, you came because you knew | needed you. We don’t always do what's right, what's good. Not even for each other.
But when it counts, down to the core of it, | believe we do exactly that. What's right and good for each other.

“There’s no rule to that, Eve. It's just love.”

Just love, she thought when he stepped out. She may have been going into her own personal hell to face a killer, but right at that moment she
considered herself the luckiest woman in the world.
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Eve spent the first part of the quick flight reviewing the rest of Whitney's data, then pacing. Thinking, working out an approach. Until Roarke
completed whatever he was doing on his PPC and set the device aside.

“Tell me what to expect when we get there.”

“Can’'t be sure.” And it left her unsettled, edgy. “Ricchio, Lieutenant Anton, is Detective Jones’s direct superior. He runs Special Victims, so they
deal with a lot of sex crimes and abuse to minors. Jones aimed her arrow right there.”

“And her twin aimed hers toward abuse and rape counseling. | imagine they ve worked together.”

“Melinda counseled a number of vics in the SVU files,” Eve confirmed. “Ricchio’s a twenty-year man. Married—second time—twelve years. He
has a son, eighteen, from marriage one, and a daughter, age ten, from his current. Comes off steady to me, gives his detectives some room. He’s
partnered Jones with his most experienced detective, Annalyn Walker. Fifteen years on, the last eight in SVU. Single, no marriages or offspring.
She’s got a good record. Those should be the main players we’ll deal with.”

She broke off when her ’link signaled. “The feds,” she said, reading the display before she answered. “Dallas.”

“What happened to cooperation and sharing all data?” Nikos demanded.

Steamed, Eve thought. Very steamed.

“I'm working against the clock here, Agent Nikos. You can get all data from my commander and from Detective Peabody, who now has the lead
in the department’s investigation.”

“If McQueen'’s in Dallas, with a hostage, Laurence and | should be in Dallas.”

“Your travel and coordination with Dallas police isn’'t my call.”

“It's handled. We’re about an hour behind you. You could’ve offered us a ride.”

“Look, Nikos, I've got just a little more important things on my mind than your transpo. McQueen’s got a hostage, and he has every reason to
inflict harm on one who got away. 'm not going to give him any reason to inflict that harm. We believe his partner is one Suzan Devon, current
address Baton Rouge. My partner and her team are trying to track her.”

“I'm aware. We also have resources—considerable—and in using them have determined one Sister Suzan Devon didn’t exist until about three
years ago. The prints and DNA on record are bogus as they belong to a ten-year-old corpse named Jenny Pike. We’re running face recognition on
her to see if we can match her in our system.”

“She’ll be in Dallas, with McQueen.”

“Maybe. Or he may have disposed of her by now.”

No, no, Eve thought. Catch up, catch on. “He still needs her. He hasn’'t had time to hunt up a new partner. She’s with him. Her ID as Sister Suzan
went in the system before she met McQueen, so that's on her. He’s got himself a player this time around. My partner’s working Stibble, who set
them up together. If he knows anything, she’ll get it out of him. We’re going to land in a minute. We'll continue this at Lieutenant Ricchio’s house.”

Eve clicked off, looked at Roarke. “Crap.”

“Because the FBIl adds another factor?”

“Because | didn’t think to inform them. It didn’t cross my mind, and it should have. | promised full disclosure and cooperation.”

“If they’re that close behind us, they got their disclosure quickly enough.”

“It should’ve come from me.” Shoving a hand through her hair she went back to pacing. “Now I'm going to have to apologize. | hate that. And yeah,
there’s the other factor. Ricchio’s not only swallowing a New York cop in his business, but the feds. In his place I'd be feeling a little put out.”

“You've got an hour’s jump to convince him not to be put out with you. The FBIwill have to handle their own diplomacy.”

She considered. “There is that.”

Roarke snagged her hand on her next pass, tugged her into her seat. “Strap in, Lieutenant.” Reaching across, he buckled her in himself. “This is
what you do.” He took her face in his hand, kept his eyes on hers as he knew she hated landing as much as takeoff. “Where you do it is only one
aspect.”

“It's a pretty big one.”

“You know your target and your objective. Those are bigger. And you know yourself.” He kissed her to settle himself as much as her. Because the
shuttle glided in, touched down.

And they were in Dallas.

The minute she stepped off the shuttle, she frowned at the vehicle Roarke had waiting.

Amused, he opened the passenger door for her. “l thought something discreet, without flash, would be most appropriate.”

“Just because it's not a solid gold, open-air zippy toy doesn’t mean it's discreet. It looks like money. Whole big bunches of money.”

“It's a quietly styled sedan with all-terrain capabilities because you don’'t know where you'll have to go, do you now? And it's black.” He got behind
the wheel, gave the on-board computer the location of the station house. “In any case, a solid gold vehicle would weigh entirely too much. A nice
gold veneer now, that might be appealing.”

“Trust you,” she muttered.

“You can, yes.”

He drove out of the station and straight into Dallas traffic.

She remembered this, from her previous return there. The thick traffic, the roads and streets that curled or angled off rather than forming a
reasonable grid. And the buildings, she thought now—not like New York where old mixed with new, where brownstones spread and sleek towers
climbed. But spears and towers, arches and wedges, all flashy to her mind.

Like a solid gold zippy toy.

She focused on them, on her instinctive dislike of the skyline, and refused to think about what had happened in a freezing room in a run-down
hotel in the city’s hard-edged sex district.

“lt doesn’t look the same, really, as it did when we were here. Not even two years ago.”

Roarke gestured to one of the many towering cranes. “Something’s always coming down and going up. It's a city in perpetual evolution.”

“Maybe that's good.” She shifted in her seat. “Good it doesn’t stay the same. Maybe | won't feel anything. It's like coming to an anonymous city.
It's more off-planet than on to me anyway. Any city, anywhere. It's nothing to me.”

If it was, he thought, she wouldn'’t feel the need to convince herself.



“We’ve got a visitor's slot.” She read off a text. “Level Three East, Slot Twenty-two. That's the same level as SVU.”

“Convenient.”

“They’re being polite. They could’ve given us a slot on the other side of the building. So this is a good sign. I've got to persuade Ricchio to let me
take the lead. He doesn’'t know McQueen, he’s got no reason to. He’'ll have done his homework since the grab, sure, but he doesn’t know this
fucker.”

“Bree Jones does.”

“Yeah, but she’s still got some green on her. And it's her sister on the line. You add that to the trauma, and believe me she’s relived every second
of it since ten forty-three this morning. I don’t know if she’s going to help or muck it up.”

Roarke turned into the garage, wound up the levels. “You're nervous, anxious. Don’t tell me you're not. | know you. They won't see it, but | can feel
it.”

“Okay. | can hold that down.”

“No question. You might want to slow it down, follow Ricchio’s lead, get a sense of him, and Bree Jones. Give them a chance to get a sense of
you.”

“You're right. You're right, and | know that. | just want—"

“To get throughit,” Roarke said, and parked in 22.

“Yeah, and that stops. Stops right now. If that's the best | can do, | should have stayed home.” She got out, looked at Roarke over the car. “Priority
one, get Melinda Jones out, safe and alive. Priority two, put Isaac McQueen, and his partner, in cages. The rest? It’'s just clutter.”

He walked around the car. “Let’s go clean house.” He took her hand as they walked to the interior doors.

“Hey! Consultants don't walk into cop shops holding hands with badges.”

He gave her hand a squeeze before letting it go. “That's my cop.”

Security logged them in, cleared Eve’s sidearm and clutch piece, then had them wait.

The white tile floors all but sparkled. The walls hit a soft brown, several shades richer and warmer than beige, and sported art with colorful
geometrics framed in bronze. Benches under them held a shine. Nearby vending machines gleamed spotlessly clean.

Eve felt a nagging itch at the base of her spine that only increased when a couple of uniforms strolled by, smiled, and gave her and Roarke a
cheery, “Afternoon.”

“What kind of cop shop is this,” she asked, “with fancy art on the walls and uniforms who give you a big smile instead of the beady eye?”

“You're the New York in Dallas.”

“What?”

“Buck up, darling. 'm sure somewhere in this facility someone’s getting the beady eye.”

“The security officer smiled and said, ‘Good afternoon, ma’am,” to me before I gave him ID.”

“It's a sick world, Eve.” He resisted taking her hand for another squeeze. “A sick, sad world.”

“Yeah, itis. So why are these cops smiling? It's just wrong.”

He couldn’t help it. He gave her a quick one-armed hug, brushed his lips over her hair. “Cut it out, yes, | know,” he said with a laugh. “But it
seemed appropriate enough in a world of smiling cops. And here’s one who isn't.”

Eve made Bree Jones the minute the detective stepped through the doors. For an instant then overlaid now and she had a perfect image of the
young face, bruised, swollen, twisted with rage and fear.

Then it vanished, and she saw a pretty woman, blond hair short, spiky, with soft features overset by a sharp, firm chin. Blue eyes dominated a
face pale and shadowed.

She couldn’'t cover the fatigue, Eve thought, but she cloaked the fear. It barely showed around the edges.

She walked briskly to Eve, a small, compact woman in faded jeans, a white T-shirt, and brown boots.

“Lieutenant Dallas.”

The voice didn’'t quiver. There was an inherent drawl in it that made it sound lazy and overcasual to Eve’s ears. But there was nothing lazy or
casual about the handshake.

“Detective Jones. This is Roarke. He’s cleared as consultant.”

“Yes. Thank you for coming. Thank you both for coming so quickly. | asked my loo to let me escort you in. | wanted a moment to thank you
personally.”

“There’s no need.”

“So you said before, but there is. And was. I'll take you in to Lieutenant Ricchio.”

“Are you working the case, Detective?”

“Lieutenant Ricchio is persuaded I'll be an asset.”

“Did you persuade him?”

Bree glanced at Eve, away again as they passed through the doors. “Yes, Lieutenant, | did. It's my sister. | wouldn’t have attempted to persuade
him unless | believed, completely, | can and will be an asset.”

Eve said nothing. Bree walked like a cop—and excusing the drawl, talked like a cop. But the place? Everything glimmered clean and shiny.
Treated glass on generous windows diffused the light, and the air hung steady at a pleasant temperature, belying the wet blanket of heat that
smothered the city outside.

“Is this a new facility, Detective?”

“Relatively, Lieutenant. It's about five years old.”

Five years? Eve thought. Every cop she knew could’ve taken the shine off the place in five days.

They turned into SVU with its wide bullpen, its line of cubes for aides and uniforms. Cops at the desks, some in jackets, some in shirtsleeves,
working the ’links, the comps. She wouldn’t say every movement stopped when she walked in, but there was a beat.

In it she got stares close enough to the beady eye to put her at ease.

Ricchio used the traditional boss’s attached office with unshuttered window. He stepped out immediately, held out a hand to Eve.

“Lieutenant Dallas, Mr. Roarke, thank you for responding so quickly. Please, come into my office. How about some coffee?”

She started to refuse. Let’s get down fo business. But she remembered this was a world where cops smiled and said please a lot. “Thanks, just
black.”

“The same,” Roarke told him.

He programmed the AutoChef, and after passing out the coffee, gesturing to his visitor’s chairs—ones with actual cushions—he sat on the edge
of his desk.



He wore a suit and tie, and had a lot of wavy brown hair around a face with a deep tan and lantern jaw. His eyes shifted to Bree, back to Eve.

“l expect you've read Detective Jones'’s statement and report.”

“l have. But I'd rather hear her account, if you don't mind.”

“Bree?”

“Yes, sir. I didn’t get home until a few minutes after four this morning. My partner, Detective Walker, and | worked a long one. My sister and | share
an apartment. | assumed Melinda was home in bed. | never checked. | went directly to bed, and as I'd taken the next day off, I slept late. |...”

She wavered a moment.

“It's my policy,” Ricchio said, “when my detectives put in long hours, close a case, and have nothing hot waiting, they take a day to recoup.”

“Understood.”

“l didn’t get up until about ten-thirty,” Bree continued. “And | assumed Melinda had gone to work. There was a message from her on the fridge, as
is our routine. She said she’d gotten a call, had gone out to meet with a rape victim she’d been counseling. She left the message at twenty-three-
thirty.”

“Is it usual for her to meet a vic that late?”

“Yes, ma’am—sir. Pardon me, Lieutenant, | understand you prefer sir.”

“Maam’s somebody’s tight-assed aunt.”

It nearly got a smile from Bree. “Yes, sir. It's never too late or too early for Melly. If somebody needs her, she’d be there. | didn’t think anything of it.
I'd have known if she’d left the message under duress. She didn’t.”

“She didn't tell you who she intended to meet or where?”

“No, but that wasn’t unusual, but . . . if she’d come back, she’d have deleted the message, so it gave me a bad feeling. | decided to check in with
her. When | did so, | got McQueen’s message.”

As she said McQueen’'s name, Bree began to turn a silver ring around and around her finger.

“| checked the apartment, cleared it. | contacted my lieutenant and apprised him of the situation. He dispatched two officers and a Crime Scene
Unit to my location, and put out an alert on Melinda and her vehicle. Her vehicle was found in the unsecured lot of a motel approximately three-
quarters of a mile from our apartment. No one interviewed remembered seeing Melinda or McQueen.”

“Has the picture of the female we believe is McQueen'’s current partner been shown?”

“As soon as we received it from your department, Lieutenant. We didn’t get any hits. We’ve run down or are running down everyone booked into
the motel last night. So far, we’ve cleared everyone.”

“They didn’t book,” Eve put in. “They didn’t stay there. They dumped her vehicle there, possibly transferred her to another. Most likely a van. You
might re-interview asking about a van parked near where you located your sister’s car. Highest probability?” she continued when Bree took out a
notebook. “The female suspect met Melinda Jones outside of the designated location. Probably some sort of restaurant—down-scale, but busy.
Café, diner, bar. Requests the vic to take her somewhere else, maybe quieter. She wouldn’'t want to go in with her target, be seen with her. The
suspect’'s behavior is nervous, upset—as the vic would expect, and being predisposed to help she lets the suspect into her vehicle. Is that
consistent with your sister, Detective?”

“Yes.” Bree paused in her notes, circled the ring again. “Melinda would have taken her wherever she wanted to go.”

“At some point the suspect asks your sister to pull over, or maybe pull into an empty lot. She feels sick, or she becomes hysterical. It's smarter,
simpler to incapacitate the—your sister and gain control of the vehicle if they're stopped. Suspect takes the wheel, McQueen joins them, or suspect
drives to the motel, meets McQueen. They make the transfer, leave your sister’s vehicle. Doesn’t matter if you find it. It's better if you do, then waste
time looking for them in that area. They're nowhere near that area.”

“If 'd checked when | got home—"

“lt wouldn’t have made any difference.” Eve cut Bree off. They didn’'t have time for the luxury of guilt. “lt wouldn’t have mattered if you'd been home
when she got the contact. She’d have responded, exactly as she did. She may have given you the name of the woman she intended to meet, but
that wouldn’'t have mattered either because it's a lie. And within . . . | don't know the traffic patterns and routes around here, but I'd say in no more
than an hour, long before you'd have felt any concern, she was secured in the location they had ready.”

Eve turned to Ricchio. “That’s the most likely scenario.”

“In your opinion, would he have taken her out of the city?”

“He’s an urbanite—and he’s been confined for years, away from the action, the energy, the movement. Neighbors tend to pay more attention to
each other in the suburbs or outlyings. Best guess is an apartment or condo, mid-level. Nothing too flashy. His partner would already be established
there. Could be weeks or months, but she’s got it all set up for him. I's soundproofed, has top-grade security, and plenty of room. In prior
partnerships, the female maintained her own residence. | don’t see that changing. He doesn’'t want her in his space night and day. He likes his
privacy.”

“You have an accomplice in custody.”

“Randall Stibble,” Eve confirmed for Ricchio. “We’ll call him a broker. For a fee he set McQueen up with potential partners who visited him in
prison. My partner and another detective have him in Interview. If he’s got anything more to give, they'll get it. Jones knew the female suspect, you
said someone she’d counseled. You have her records?”

Ricchio nodded at Bree. “We’ve accessed them, and we’ve run searches on every patient she’s counseled in the last six months. We’ve found no
matches on face recognition, DNA, or prints.”

“You need to go back further. It won't be that recent. A year, maybe more. They'll have put some distance between the alleged rape, the initial
consults, and this contact and abduction. The ID she used to meet with McQueen is fake, good enough to beat the prison scans. Like McQueen,
her appearance is probably altered somewhat. But they can’t alter who and what they are.”

“I'd like you to brief my officers, give them profiles. Your experience with McQueen will be invaluable to the search for Melinda.”

“Agents Nikos and Laurence should be here within twenty.”

“Then we'll brief in thirty, if that suits you.”

“It does.”

“How is he financing this?” Ricchio asked her. “The travel, the apartment, the transportation?”

“We always knew he had money. We just couldn’t find it. He’ll have funneled some to his partner for expenses on the setup. That'll give us a trail,
once we find the crumbs onit. Our civilian consultant has a particular expertise on financials.”

She glanced at Roarke, nodded.

“He’ll have multiple accounts,” Roarke began. “Stibble and the guard he worked with both had secondary, buried accounts. Not particularly well
buried. McQueen was able to transfer relatively small amounts out of an account—standard off-shore, registered to a dummy corporation—to



theirs. He most usually used Stibble’'s e-mail account to do the transfers. The off-shore account was easy to find once we looked, which tells me he
has more. More and fatter. As he greatly depleted, we’ll say this payroll account, he’ll likely need to tap one or more of the others to cover his current
expenses.”

“Why Melinda? Why here? | believe it’s relevant,” Bree added. “I'd ask even if she wasn’t my sister.”

“You were his last, and you were a particular coup. Twins. He’d never, to our knowledge, taken more than one at a time. He’d only had you for a
short period.”

“He could have tried for me. He should have tried for me,” Bree insisted. “Taking a trained police officer has to be more of a rush than a crisis
counselor.”

“lagree,” Eve said. “But you didn’t visit him in prison.”

“When?” Ricchio demanded. “You're telling me Melinda had contact with McQueen before the abduction? Were you aware of this, Detective?”

“Yes. God.” A flicker of pain crossed her face as she pressed a hand to her temple. “l didn’t think of it, Lieutenant. | didn't remember, it was years
ago. She didn’t tell me until after she’d seen him. | was so angry. We had a terrible fight aboutit. I...”

“Sit down, Bree. Sit, for God’s sake.” Ricchio rubbed his hands over his face. “Why did she go to see him?”

“She said if she was going to help people who’d been abused, she had to deal with her own baggage. She had to see him, in prison, see him for
herself, see him paying for what he’d done to us and the others. And she had to show him she’d survived it. Show him she was free and healthy and
unscarred.”

She closed her eyes, took a breath. “She didn’t tell me before she did it because she knew I'd fight her on it. I'd have gone to our parents, done
everything | could to stop her. But she was better after. She used to get headaches, debilitating ones. They eased off. So did the nightmares. She
was better, calmer, happier.

“So Iforgot it,” Bree said, bitterly now. “Just let it go and forgot it.”

“Did she tell you what they said to each other?” Eve asked her.

“She said he smiled almost the whole time, so pleased, so charming. He said it was wonderful to see her again, how she’d grown into a beauty,
crap like that.” Again, the ring went round and round her finger. “He asked her questions she didn’t answer, like if she had a boyfriend, if she was in
school. He asked about me, wondered why | hadn’'t come to see him, too. She waited, just let him talk. Then she said it was wonderful to see him,
too. In prison. It was wonderful to know thanks to Officer Dallas he’'d be there for the rest of his life, that he’d never be able to hurt anyone ever
again, to prey on children ever again. She loved knowing he was in a cage while she was free, living her life. And she left. He’d stopped smiling,
and she left.

“She taunted him, rubbed his face init,” Bree continued. “He wouldn’t forget that. He’ll hurt her. Like he did before.”

“Not yet,” Eve said quickly. “Right now she’s a tool, like Stibble, like the woman, like Lovett—the prison guard he bribed. She’s just a tool and he
needs to keep his tools. 'm his focus now. You said she mentioned me, specifically, as the reason he was in prison.”

“Yes, she—we—were so grateful.”

“As long as I'm his focus, he’ll keep her alive.”

A female officer opened the door without knocking. “McQueen’s on Bree’s desk ’link, blocked video. We’re running it. He wants to talk to
Lieutenant Dallas.”

“Show me,” Eve ordered. “You don't.” Eve reached out, gripped Bree’s arm as the detective bolted for the door. “You don’t give him another. You
don’t give him the satisfaction. Keep out of range, don’'t say anything. He doesn’t see or hear you.”

Eve walked into the bullpen, crossed toward the empty desk. Remembered herself, glanced at Ricchio. At his nod, she stepped over, sat, and
angled herself in full view of the ’link screen.

“A little ahead of deadline, aren’t you?”

“You, too.” A smile radiated in his voice. “How does it feel to be back where you started?”

‘| didn’t start here.”

“Didn’t you? It's not easy accessing background on you, but | don’t mind the work. You were a bit young for my tastes when you had your initiation.
You bad girl. Still, I bet you were delicious. Tell me about it,” he invited with that smile in his voice. “I'd love to hear the details.”

“Jerk off on your own time. Proof of life, McQueen, or | catch the next shuttle home.”

“Say please.”

“Fuck you. Proof of life or this conversation ends.”

He made a tsking sound. “You were so polite when we first met.”

“You mean when | politely stunned you unconscious? Yeah, good times. One more chance or 'm gone. Proof of life.”

“If you insist.”

Innocuous hold music flowed out of the speakers. Making a joke of it, Eve thought. Getting a good laugh out of inflicting the emotional pain.

A moment later, Melinda Jones’s face filled the screen. Glassy-eyed, Eve noted. Drugged. No sign of facial bruises.

“This is Melinda. It's Melinda.” Out of the corner of her eye, Eve saw the female officer stop Bree from rushing forward. “He hasn’t hurt me. | don’t
know where | am. She said, Sara—"

She broke off, cringing when the knife tipped to her throat.

“Uh-uh-uh! That's enough.”

“lwant to see all of her,” Eve demanded. “| came here within the time frame. | want to make sure you kept your end.”

“You have your proof of life, and she has all her digits. Block video.” The screen went blank.

“What do you want, McQueen?”

“Your blood on my hands and a pretty little girl in my bed.”

“Got a second choice?”

“Oh no, I'm sticking with the first. That's what I'll have when we’re done. Meanwhile, I'll have the pleasure of watching you try to find me and, once
again, save the girl. You won'’t, but I'll find you, then you'll end where you started.”

He gave a long, happy sigh. “It's almost religious, isn’t it?”

“We’ve got Stibble and Lovett,” Eve told him.

“Keep them. 'm done with them. Until later.”

“Location?” Eve called out when the transmission ended.

“Nothing.” One of the men at a nearby desk shook his head in disgust. “He bounced the signal all over hell and back. Wherever it originated, our
guys said it's jammed and layered in. We can’t even verify he’s in Dallas.”

“He’s here.” She rose, turned her attention to Bree. “Melinda’s alive. He hasn’t hurt her. If he had he wouldn’t have her trang’d. He’d want her to



feel it.”
She saw the FBI come in. “If | can have ten minutes with the feds, Lieutenant Ricchio, I'll be ready to brief your men.”
“Take my office.”



She updated the agents, and after a mild tussle won the argument.

She’d brief the Dallas police, after which they'd add whatever additional data and findings they'd generated.

The briefing room held several big, shiny tables. They weren’t surrounded by high-backed fancy chairs, but it still reminded her of a boardroom.
Screens covered one wall, flanked by comp stations.

She had a podium, which she intended to ignore.

As the room filled with cops she signaled Roarke aside. “Check in with Peabody, will you? Anything she’s got, | want. Can you break down the
bouncing and jamming? Because he’s going to make contact again.”

“Given enough time, and proper equipment.”

She took another, flat-eyed, scan of the room. “They’ve probably got the equipment here. They've got everything else.”

“I'd sooner my own. I'll work with EDD here if | must, but | don’t know them. Neither do you. | can have what | need in our hotel suite, and link up
with Feeney.”

She couldn’t argue when she agreed. “Do that. But we’ve got to play it straight with the locals. If you make headway, we bring them in. Financials
and communications, they're on you.”

“I'l try to earn my exorbitant fee. Did Melinda Jones start to say a name?”

“That’'s my take. Sara—Sara something. | gave it to the feds.” She glanced over to where they were huddled with their PPCs. “They're all over it.
I'm going to give the locals everything I've got, then I need to set up my own HQ. I need my board, my book, my space. I need to think.”

She looked at the screens. “How the hell do | work those?”

“I'l take care of that.”

“Good. The last thing I need is to flash up some cute little puppies instead of suspects.”

When she turned to the room, Ricchio walked to the podium. Shuffling and muttering silenced.

“Everyone here knows the situation. We’ve now formed a joint investigation with the NYPSD, represented here by Lieutenant Dallas, and Roarke
as civilian consultant, and also with the FBI represented by Special Agents Nikos and Laurence. As you know, or should after the earlier briefing,
Lieutenant Dallas apprehended Isaac McQueen twelve years ago and is responsible for the release of the twenty-two minor females he had
abducted and held. Melinda Jones was one of the twenty-two.

“Everyone in this unit knows Melinda, has worked with her. | expect every officer in this room to afford Lieutenant Dallas, Roarke, Agents Nikos
and Laurence every courtesy, and complete cooperation. Lieutenant.”

She stepped forward. “lIsaac McQueen is a predatory and violent pedophile. He’s highly organized, intelligent, and goal oriented. He enjoys
taking risks, feeds on them, but calculates them. He never intended to be caught, feels no remorse, but a sense of entittement. His preferred target
is female, between twelve and fifteen. Pretty girls. While he has targeted street kids, runaways, he prefers healthy, stylishly dressed targets—the
middle-class kid.”

She looked toward the screen where Roarke displayed McQueen’s image and salient data.

“He’s an experienced grifter. He knows how to run a game. He enjoys them. Statements from the minor females after his apprehension told us he
often forced them into role-playing. He adapts,” she continued. “He blends. He is congenial, even charming, well dressed, well groomed, well
spoken. He will live quietly in an urban setting, most probably a mid-level apartment building. He enjoys having neighbors—another kind of role-
playing for him.

“He will go out. He’ll be compelled to, especially after a twelve-year confinement. He will eat in restaurants, visit clubs, galleries. He’ll shop,
extensively and well. Shopping is a particular pleasure for him—acquiring. Collecting again. He'll know the city and his part of it very, very well.”

She glanced at Roarke, nodded. The nextimage came on screen.

“His mother, Alice McQueen, was a popper addict. She trained him in the grift, and she sexually abused him. It's believed this sexual relationship
lasted until he killed her when he was nineteen. She is the prototype for the partners he acquires, uses, and murders when done with them. Older,
addicts, attractive, smart enough to be of use, vulnerable enough to be used.”

She paused a moment until Roarke put the next image up. “We believe this woman is his current partner. At this time, she is unidentified.
Through a liaison she was introduced to McQueen while he was in prison. We’ve determined they continued to communicate after the physical
visits stopped. Once McQueen selected his target and location, she would have done the legwork. At some point she connected with Melinda
Jones, posing as a rape victim. She would have been convincing, and would have developed a relationship with the target. We believe it's this
woman who contacted the target and lured her to McQueen. According to pattern, she’ll have her own residence, but visit his often.”

She stopped again, scanned the room. Cops taking notes, studying her, wanting to get the hell on with it and find the woman they all knew.

“Look, lunderstand your priority is to find Melinda, to get her home safe. | agree with that priority. But be aware, he will be compelled to hunt.”

This single thought lived in her gut like a parasite. There would be another victim, and soon.

“A day or two,” she continued, pressing the point, “the juice of having Melinda, of screwing with me may be enough to satisfy him. But he’s out,
he’s out eating, shopping—and he sees pretty young girls getting a pizza, window-shopping, running around with friends. He sees them, smells
them, brushes up against them on the street. He wants—and he’ll take.

“He held over twenty girls at one time. He won’t have any problem holding one woman and a girl. She won’t see it coming, so we have to. They'll
work together. They'll use a van—something common, nothing new, nothing flashy. He most usually hunts at night, but not exclusively. Crowded
places. Places girls of that age like to haunt. He’ll use a pressure syringe, enough to disorient her. He’ll need an apartment building with its own
garage. [f it has security, he’ll jam it. He has excellent e-skills. For now Melinda’s useful to him, and doesn’t fit his victimology.”

“He raped an adult female in New York,” one of the cops commented.

Eve heard the bitter temper in the voice, as she turned to the detective. Late twenties, she judged, fit, good-looking, brown and brown.

And at the moment with a belligerent set to his jaw.

“He did that for my benefit. He doesn’t need to prove anything with Melinda. He has her, so’s already proveniit.”

“You were confrontational with him during the ’link up.”

Eve angled her head, gave him a deeper study. Shirt-sleeved detective, hip holster, messy hair—hands scooping through it—tense face, hard
eyes.

“Was I?”

“You told him to get fucked.”

“Is that confrontational around here?”



She got a quiet roll of laughter before Bree spoke up.

“You kept his focus on you—on you and him. Kept him engaged on that level, and a little pissed off—but at you. You and him. You are the target,
so Melinda’s the tool, the lure. So she’s secondary. If he hurts her, deal’s off and you go home. You made him hear that, you made him believe that.”

Okay, Eve thought, maybe Bree Jones would be an asset.

“And every time he contacts me—and he will do so again—Ill do the same. He expects it. He wants it. He gets off on it because he’s convinced
he’'ll have this second shot and it'll end differently. He didn’t just get taken down by a cop, but by a rookie. Believe me, that's eaten at him, burned
his ego. Believe me, too, he’s no pussy. He'll gut you like a trout if he gets the edge. He’s strong, and he can fight like a bastard. Don’'t make the
same mistake | did. Get backup. Stun him to the ground if you have to. | didn’t do either, and the son of a bitch almost killed me.

“Agents.”

As Eve expected, Nikos took the lead and—to her amusement—stepped to the podium.

“Special Agent Laurence and | would like to thank the Dallas Police and Security Department and Lieutenant Ricchio for the cooperation and
assistance. The Bureau is committed to reapprehending Isaac McQueen, and to the safe return of Melinda Jones. We agree with the bulk of the
profile, the data, and the suppositions Lieutenant Dallas related here. One point.”

She held up a finger, paused briefly.

“We do agree the subject is highly goal oriented, and as such our anal and probability ratio skews extremely low on the likelihood the subject will
attempt an abduction of a minor at this time. Our focus will be on apprehending the subject with the safe release of his hostage.”

That's fine, Eve thought. You do that. And she noted Laurence continued to work as his partner addressed the room.

Nikos went on, repaving ground already covered, wasting time in Eve’s opinion. Roarke edged closer, spoke quietly.

“They’ve arrested the prison guard, and they're working him and Stibble. EDD has all the electronics, looking for any communications to or from
McQueen and the partner.”

“Good.”

“I've got better. Stibble let McQueen use his pocket ’link on several occasions. McQueen wiped it, but EDD’s on that, too.”

“That’s not better. That's excellent. I'd interrupt to update, but Nikos is having so much fun boring the cops.”

The faintest smile touched Roarke’s mouth. “She’s a bureaucrat, and less boring than most. Laurence has something.”

Eve looked over, saw Laurence get to his feet. The movement shut Nikos up.

“Got her,” Laurence announced. “Sarajo Whitehead, allegedly assaulted and raped by persons unknown October of last year.”

“l worked that.” Bree rose as well, looked at her partner. “We worked that.”

“I've got that, too.” Laurence nodded. “Subject was treated at Mercy Free Clinic, Dr. Hernandez attending, and reported to this precinct's SVU.
Melinda Jones as rape counselor.”

“Let’s see her,” Eve demanded, then backed up. “Sorry.”

“No need.” Laurence offered his PPC to Roarke. “You look to be running this end. Can you interface?”

“l can.”

“She walked into the clinic,” Bree reported. “It's open round the clock. Her clothes were torn and she had minor bruising on her arms and legs.
Exam confirmed recent rough or forced sex, additional bruising on her thighs.” She glanced at her partner for confirmation.

“That’s right.” Annalyn Walker nodded. “She claimed she was assaulted after closing the bar where she worked—ah, the Circle D. It's about four
blocks from the clinic. Said this guy grabbed her, smacked her around, had a knife. Made her take him back in the bar, raped her, took her purse
and the jewelry she had on, left.”

“She gave us a description, but it was vague,” Bree continued. “She claimed it was dark. Our investigation confirmed her place of employment
and sexual activity on the floor inside the door. We found her empty purse in a recycler two blocks away. Melinda counseled her for several weeks.
We never found the alleged rapist.”

“We'll need to see the case file,” Eve said. “Interview her former employer, coworkers—because she won’'t be working there now—talk to
regulars. We want to find the guy she had—consensual—sex with.”

“She had tearing,” Detective Walker pointed out. “Bruises.”

“I'm sure she did. But she wasn’t raped. She needed to look as if she was, report she was raped in order to hook up with Melinda.”

She gave Roarke the nod, angled herself for a good look at the screen.

“Minor changes in appearance from her Sister Suzan days. Went two-toned brown and blond, different eye color, a little fuller in the face,
reshaped eyebrows.” Eve spoke half to herself as she studied the ID shot. “Something about her rings with me, but [ can’'t pinit.”

“Bogus ID again.” Roarke held up his own PPC. “The woman with that name and those prints died three years ago in a vehicular accident in
Toledo, Ohio.”

“You're quick,” Laurence commented.

“She’s sticking to pattern and plan. She’ll have a different ID now, a different appearance,” Eve added. “She’ll have used one other than this to
set up McQueen’s place here, to acquire the transportation. She may have changed yet again.” Eve nodded, eyes narrowed on the screen image.
“She’s good, too. He picked well.”

“We know where she worked,” Ricchio said. “Where she lived last fall. We start there. Annalyn, Bree, you've already talked to the people at the
bar. Talk to them again, with this new information.”

“I'd like in on that, Lieutenant.”

Ricchio nodded at Eve. “You've got it.”

“Laurence and | will take the residence.”

“I'm going to put some officers on the van and the real estate,” Ricchio said. “Look for purchase and registration of previously owned vehicles of
the type profiled, and for rentals—apartments and condos with attached parking. Also purchases and installation of residential soundproofing. fll
see the file on Whitehead is copied to both you and the agents, Lieutenant.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Eve turned to Bree. “We’ll follow you to the bar.”

“Now,” Roarke said when he got behind the wheel, “tell me what you really think.”

“They knew Bree was on duty—had the night shift—when they faked the rape. They wanted her involved. Get a look at how she works, how she
is. And they'd play the very good odds she’d tag her sister as counselor. The woman sucked some joker into staying after closing to bang her—
make it rough.”

“One of the oldest cons there is,” Roarke agreed.



“Yeah. She makes him suit up. She doesn't want his DNA, doesn’'t want to point the finger at him. Better if it's person unknown. Now she can
connect with Melinda, play on Melinda’s sympathies, engage her, involve her. Plenty of time since last October to watch her, get a solid sense of
her routine—hers and her sister’s. Drop away,” Eve added. “I think that's what we’ll find. The woman dropped away, stopped the counseling. Then
she can come back after a nice time lag. She’s had a relapse, or she saw her attacker. Hysterical, needs help. Please, can we talk? | know it’s late,
but I need to talk to somebody. The framework’s a basic con. She’ll have done something similar before.”

“It went too smoothly for her to have been a novice.”

Eve agreed. “The sex s just a tool. | don’t think he’d have trusted anybody to fake a rape who hadn’t done it before, or used sex for blackmail and
profit.”

Roarke glanced over as he negotiated traffic. “Unlike Nikos, | don’t agree with the bulk of your briefing, but with the whole. They wouldn’t have
acquired the van locally.”

“Again, same page. Gotta check, but she’d have found one out of Dallas, driven it in. Not until after they had the place. No point in it before that.”

Roarke shrugged as he swung around a pickup. “I'll find it.”

“Will you?”

“She wouldn't have driven for days. Most likely she bought it in Texas. A big state, yes, but still just a state. In-state keeps the registration and
transfer less complicated. And unless she’s using up ID like candy, she may have used one we know about. Since she’s going to toss it anyway,
why not? I'd vote for Sister Suzan. She seems the used, inexpensive van type, doesn’'t she?”

Considering, Eve studied his profile. “That's good. | hadn’t worked that around yet.”

“You would have. This Ricchio likely will, too. He seems capable.”

“Yeah, he does.” She glanced out the window, noted they’d moved into meaner streets. Streets like the ones she’d wandered in shock as a child.

She turned away, tuned them out. When Roarke touched her hand briefly, she realized he knew.

“I'm not thinking about it.”

Oh, but he knew she was. “No need to.”

“| dealt with it when we came back before. We both did.” She remembered he’d beaten his knuckles bloody on a speed bag when they'd come
back from that room where it had happened. Where she’d remembered everything.

“Melinda Jones is what's important now,” she added.

“Do you believe he won’t hurt her—or much—or was that for her sister’s benefit?”

“l don’'t see why he would, unless he’s bored, or loses his temper. He’s got control, but he’s also got a switch. That's what | saw when | stumbled
on him in New York. How he is when the switch gets flipped. 'm going to try to keep him from being bored—and keep his temper on me. And if |
can't, it's all the more likely he’ll snatch a kid. Nikos is wrong there. An adult woman, an older partner, that's mommy sex, so it's habit, it's ingrained.
But they can’t give him what he really needs, and what he feels entitled to.”

“And again, what his mother helped acquire for him.”

“Exactly. Forty-eight hours, by my take—no more, and probably less. If we don’'t have him, he’ll feed the need.”

Roarke pulled into a lot peppered with potholes, slid in beside the Dallas police.

“Entrance is around front,” Annalyn told them. “She claimed he grabbed her out here, when she came out the back. Held the knife on her until
she’d unlocked, then did her right on the floor.”

“There’s a security cam.”

Annalyn looked up as Eve did. “There wasn’'t. The owner installed one after the fact. The place isn’'t much, but he’s a decent guy. He was pretty
upset about the whole deal, and steamed that it happened in his place.”

They walked around front where Eve agreed, the place wasn’'t much. When they stepped in she judged it as a bar for serious, nofrills drinking.
Long bar, swivel stools, a scatter of tables with hard plastic chairs, crap lighting. No food service, and no amusements other than the ancient,
flickering, and palm-sized screen hanging from a hook at the end of the bar.

It didn’t lack for customers. She counted eleven, half of them in cowboy boots, and most of them solo drinkers.

The man running the stick had a gut like a whale and a bald streak straight down the center of his skull. He gave them a look, a nod, then came
down the bar to meet them.

“Detectives. Don't tell me you found that fucker—excuse my language—who raped Sarajo?”

Bree took the lead. In Eve’s estimation, her partner let her.

“The woman you knew as Sarajo Whitehead is wanted for questioning on another matter. It turns out she was using false identification when she
worked for you, Mr. Vik. And we now believe, on strong evidence, she faked the rape.”

“Goddamn it, excuse my language.” He shifted his feet. The enormous gut rolled like a tsunami. “I gave her a week’s pay after that happened, to
tide her over. Felt responsible ’cause she closed the place for me that night, and | didn’t have security on the back. Why the hell would she do
something like that?”

“The thing is, Mr. Vik, we think she had relations with someone here that night. | know we asked you, and everyone who worked that night before,
but with this new angle, can you think of anyone she might have let in after closing?”

“Wasn't a regular, Tl tell you that. | grilled every last one of them my own self.” He swiped a rag over the bar. “There was that guy, passing through.
He didn’t look nothing like the guy she said. She said he was big, had some Mex in him, dark hair and eyes. This guy was white as an Irishman’s
ass—excuse my language—and scrawny. Yellow hair.

Talked too damn much to suit me. Here for his daddy’'s memorial, hated the old man anyway, and was heading back to Kentucky when it was over. |
left about midnight. He was still here. But the flat fact is, he wasn’t carrying no knife, and Sarajo could’ve squashed him like a bug if he tried
anything. | never gave him a thought.”

“Did he mention his name?”

“Maybe did. Let me think.” Vik closed his eyes. “Chester. Yeah, he said how he was named after the old man. Didn’t say the rest, not to me. But
he ran a tab, and | held the plastic like | do at the register. If he paid that way, | can find him.”

“It would really help us out, Mr. Vik.”

“You hold on. Want a drink?”

“No, we’re good, but thanks.”

“Laroo! Take the bar.” Vik and his massive gut wobbled their way to a back room.

“How white is an Irishman’s ass?” Eve wondered aloud.

“You should know, darling.”

That got a snicker out of Annalyn. “l dated a guy named Colin Magee way back in the day. He was mostly Irish. His ass was pretty white.”



“You dated everybody back in the day,” Bree said, but her eyes stayed fixed on the door to the back room, as if she could will Vik to return with
what they needed.

“I've always preferred the sampler menu. Take a few bites, then try something else. So how’s juggling cop and marriage?” she asked Eve.

“You're never hungry. Tell me, is this Vik’'s memory as good as he makes it sound?”

“Every bit,” Annalyn confirmed. “He rattled off the name of every regular when we first came in, and his opinion on same. Detailed the work
schedules, gave us former employees in case one of them had come back and done it out of spite.”

He waddled through the door again with a printout. “Used the plastic. Chester H. Gibbons.”

He passed the printout to Bree.

“Thanks, Mr. Vik. This is a big help.”

“She did what you say, | hope you get her good. After she didn’'t come back, | tried to get her on her ’link, even went over to her place. Worried
about her—and felt guilty, too. She’d cleared out, and | figured she was too upset to stay.” He shook his head, eyed Roarke. “You don’t look like a
cop.”

“I'm not, and thank you for noticing.”

“Irish, are you? Never knew a Mick—no offense—didn’t know how to drink. You come back any time, we’ll fix you up.”

“I'l keep that in mind.”

“I've got a couple questions,” Eve began.

“Now you look like a cop.”

“l am, thanks for noticing.”

Vik’s smiled flickered in appreciation. “But you ain’t from around here.”

“New York. You've got an impressive memory, Mr. Vik. When did Sarajo start working for you?”

“Would’ve been middle of August last year. She came in—Saturday night, it was, looking for work. Business was good, so | said she could work
then and there. If she did good, I'd give her some hours. You could tell she’d worked bars before. She knew how to get the drinks out, when to talk,
when to shut up. Good-looking. Even drunks like having a good-looking woman serve them drinks.”

“You didn’t ask her any questions?”

“Not then, but sure, before | hired her on official. She said her man left her in Laredo, and she wanted a fresh start. She did the job. Wasn’t
especially friendly, but she did the job.”

“An observant sort such as yourself would’ve known she was a user.”

He lifted his shoulders; his gut flowed like the tide. “Maybe | figured she gave herself a boost here and there. | didn’'t see it, and it didn’'t screw with
her work. So not my business.”

“How often did she lock up?”

“Once, maybe twice a week. After she’d worked here awhile, she asked if she could work that shift a couple times a week, or more if | wanted.
Two of the other waitresses, they got kids. She didn’t. It worked out. What the hell you want her for? This isn’'t for crying rape or using some
boosters.”

“No, but they both play. She won’t come back here, Mr. Vik, but if you happen to see her anywhere in your travels, don’t approach her. Contact
Detective Jones or Detective Walker. We could use witnesses like you in New York.”

“Couldn’'t get me there with a bowie knife at my throat or a cattle prod up my ass—excuse my language. Full of thieves, murderers, and lunatics.
No offense.”

“None taken.”

When they stepped outside, Eve turned to Bree. “I'd like to walk down to the clinic, talk to the doctor who examined the partner. | can take this one
if you want to start working on finding Chester.”

Bree looked to Annalyn.

“Yeah, no point traveling in a pack. We'll let you know what we find when we find it.”

“Same goes. Since you're headed back, maybe you could update the feds.”

“Yeah, what the hell. The clinic’s about four blocks, that way.” Annalyn gestured.

They separated.

“So,” Roarke began, “you're looking for a woman of a certain age, an addict who knows how to run a con, doesn’t quibble about hooking herself
to a pedophile, knows her way around a hard-line drinking establishment, and plays the game well enough to fool Vik. And he’s no pushover. She
doesn’t mind sex with strangers, and making it rough enough to simulate rape, and is just fine with aiding in the abduction and imprisonment of a
woman who helped her.”

“Yeah, she’s a princess.” Even the thought of her made Eve vaguely ill and bitterly angry. “She’s also organized enough to pull all this, and put
things together on her own until McQueen got out.”

“In homage to our location, this isn’t her first rodeo.”

“No. She’s beenriding for a long time.”

They stepped into the clinic, and she noted it did better business than the bar. The chairs lining the walls, more forming another backto-back line
in the center of the room, were full.

Babies squalled, kids whined. Several women sported bellies testifying they'd soon bring more squallers and whiners into the world.

Eve walked to the counter where a woman in a floral scrub top worked feverishly on a computer.

“I'm sorry.” The woman didn’t pause. “The waiting time is two hours. There’s another clinic—"

“I need to talk to Dr. Hernandez.”

“I'm sorry.” The woman didn’t sound sorry. She sounded harassed and exhausted. “Dr. Hernandez is with a patient. | can—"

Eve palmed her badge, waved it in front of the woman’s face. “This is an urgent matter. I'll be as quick as possible, but | need to speak with Dr.
Hernandez.”

“Give me a minute. God, what a day.”

She popped up, scurried down a short hall, turned left, and vanished.

“Why is everybody sick or injured?” Eve wondered. “Thieves, murderers, and lunatics, sure. That's why we love New York. But it looks like Dallas
has a plague.”

The woman scurried back. “Listen.” She kept her voice low. “Every exam room and office is occupied. If these people who’ve been waiting so
much as see a doctor, | could have a riot. Can you talk to her outside? Out the back?”

“No problem.”



“I've got to ask you to go out the front, walk around. If | take you back—"

“Riot. Got it. Thanks.”

“Not a plague,” Roarke said as they made the trip on foot. “More understaffed, likely underfunded, and the only free clinic for miles.”

“Okay, probably, but 've seen Louise’s clinic. Free, and sure crowded, but not like that.”

“Louise’s isn't underfunded, thanks to you.”

She hunched her shoulders. “lt was your money.”

“No, it was your money.”

“Only because you gave it to me.”

“Which, darling Eve, makes it yours.”

“Now it's Louise’s, so it doesn't really matter. | don’t like it here.” She rolled her shoulders when they reached the rear of the clinic. “It's a run-down
area, poor—and that's not what | mean. I's got a strong whiff of criminal underbelly. But you know, there’s just no sense of character, or
atmosphere. You feel like if some asshole came up to mug you, he’d have that accent, or cowboy boots, maybe the hat. How is that intimidating?”

“l do so completely adore you, and your chauvinistic New York mind.”

A small, dark woman darted through the door. “Officer?”

“Lieutenant Dallas. 'm working with Detectives Walker and Jones. You had a patient, claiming she’d been raped last October—outside the
Circle D. Sarajo Whitehead. Those detectives caught her case, and Melinda Jones came in as counselor.”

“Yes, | remember. Have you caught the rapist?”

“‘He doesn’t exist. She faked it.”

“I sincerely doubt—"

“Don’t. You can check with the detectives you know. This is a very dangerous woman who is working with a very dangerous man. You know
Melinda Jones.”

“Yes, very well.”

“They have her.” As Hernandez stared, Eve pushed on. “The faked attack was staged to make contact with Melinda, to connect. This woman
lured Melinda out last night, and abducted her. We need everything you can tell us.”

“God, oh my God. I'm going to contact Bree. | can't just take your word.”

“Go ahead.”

Eve waited while Hernandez used her ’link, waited through the shocked words, the shakiness.

“I'm going to get you her files,” Hernandez said when she clicked off. “I'll give you everything | have. | believed her. Her injuries weren't that severe,
but her emotional state . . . | believed her.”

“No reason you shouldn’'t have,” Eve said. “She’s good at what she does.”



File in hand, Eve got back into the car.

“Back to the cop shop?” Roarke asked her.

“Have to. What | want to do is get to the hotel, set up my space, organize what | have, and think.” She scowled into space for a minute. “I'm a
team player.”

Roarke said, “Hmmm.”

“lam,” she insisted.

“When necessary, yes.” He flicked her a glance. “Especially if you're in charge of the team.”

“Okay, I'll cop to that—and that it's hard swallowing I've got to check with Ricchio—his house—the feds, figure out who to work with and how.
Jones is sharp, but she can’t be objective on this. None of them can. Maybe | can’t either.”

“You have to adjust without having any time to adjust.”

“There isn’'t any time.”

“Exactly.”

“And he knows that. He’s playing with that. Yeah. Yeah.” She tapped her fingers on her thigh as she chewed that over. “The longer 'm off my
rhythm, the longer he has to screw with me.”

“There are times when in order to get what you need, you have to work on two levels and integrate them on another.”

So speaks the business god, she thought—and accurately. “Work with Ricchio and the feds here, with my people there. | guess the trick is the
integration. We can all say it doesn't matter who does what or gets what, and it's mostly true. But cops are territorial. We have to be.

“God, | want coffee. And no, you're not having a supply sent down to Ricchio’s department. It's just . . .” She wiggled a hand in the air. “Adjust.”
She nodded to herself. “Gotta adjust.”

Adjusting, she took the medical files straight to Ricchio.

“Hernandez was very cooperative. | have her statement here as well. The gist is, the female unknown subject’s injuries were fairly minor, but
consistent with her story, as was her emotional state. She played the role well.”

“So she’s played it before.”

“My take, yeah. We're looking for someone who'’s run sex cons. | understand you have people who can work with the data we have. So do |I. I'd
like to have some of my men working this in conjunction with yours. Different eyes, different angles. Whoever gets there first, we all win.”

“Overlapping ground takes time and manpower away from other potential leads.”

She wanted to stand, but sat. “Look, | don’'t want to step on toes, but this is a tough balance for me. Imagine yourself called up to New York to
work with an established unit.”

He smiled a little. “l went to New York once, and | still can’'t imagine it. Imagine yourself, in charge of an established unit, juggling in not only
federal agents but a New York boss.”

“Tough balance all around,” Eve agreed. “But the goal's the same for all of us. I'll get more done toward that goal if 'm able to tap my own
resources as well as work with you and yours.”

She paused a moment. “Straight out, | strongly believe the female UNSUB is the route to McQueen. She’s done the legwork, and very likely
continues to. She’s the one who’ll run the errands, and she’s separated from him for periods of time. Her own apartment, potential other
employment. She’s been here for more than a year. Somebody knows her, has done business with her, sold her food, clothes, goods. She’s an
addict, and that's another angle. Where does she get her junk? She’s attractive, and she’s got a man to please. Where does she get her hair stuff,
her face stuff, all that other woman stuff?”

Lips pursed, Ricchio sat back, nodded slowly. “All right, you've got points. Focusing on McQueen sits easier with me, but you've got points.”

“If Imay,” Roarke interjected. “If you consider it a two-pronged approach rather than an overlap. Improve the odds.”

“Frankly, if | were in your position, I'd do what | felt | needed to do, regardless of the politics of cooperation. It's better if we all say we agree.”

“Works for me.” Her ’link signaled. “Excuse me.”

When she stepped away, Ricchio turned to Roarke. “As the word is your particular area is electronics, you should meet Lieutenant Stevenson.
He runs EDD.”

“Of course.”

“I'l have someone take you up when you're ready. We work with civilians, such as Melinda, in SVU routinely. That's not the usual in EDD.”

“Then I'll do my best to be unobtrusive.”

“My father recently retired as Deputy Chief,” Ricchio began in an easy, conversational tone. “He was part of a task force, years ago, working on
taking down a major weapons organization. Part of the investigation included a Patrick Roarke. | remember because my father spent a couple
weeks in Ireland during the investigation. Any relation?”

“That would have been my father,” Roarke said coolly, “which illustrates the world is a strangely intimate place. He had dealings with Max Ricker,
as I'm sure you're aware. As you'd be aware that my wife is responsible for Ricker’s current accommodations in an off-planet cage. A strangely
intimate place indeed.”

“With interesting turns,” Ricchio agreed. “Patrick Roarke was stabbed to death in Dublin, wasn't he?”

“If you're asking if I killed him, | didn’'t have that pleasure.”

He set aside irritation as Eve strode back. From the look in her eye, he knew she had something.

“Our female UNSUB traded sex with the guard we have in custody for contact with McQueen. He got her in three times in the last year under the
radar, let them use one of the conjugal trailers. He swears the contact initiated with the woman, not McQueen. She angled for a fourth, two weeks
ago. McQueen instructed Lovett to tell her to wait.”

“She’s in love with him,” Roarke commented.

“In whatever twisted way it works with her kind. She’s hooked— addictive personality, and he’s another drug. He won't keep her much longer.”

“He never confessed. It could never be proven, but the prevailing theory is once he disposed of his partner, he’d shortly dispose of any captives
and move on.”

Eve looked at Ricchio, understood his guts would be in knots. “Prior to New York, he was still evolving, finding his pattern, his rhythm. Added to it.
He hasn't finished with me, so he hasn't finished with Melinda. Who do you want me to work with, Lieutenant? And do you have somewhere | can
setup?”

“I've got a temporary office for you. It's not much. I'd like you to use Bree and Annalyn. Bree needs to keep her mind engaged, and she trusts



you.”

Eve started to point out that Bree Jones didn’'t know her, but let it go. “Im good with that. Saves having to update them on what we got from the
bar.”

“If you don’t need Roarke at the moment, I'd like to have him acquaint himself with our EDD.”

“Best use,” she said to Roarke.

“Then I'll get back to you later.”

They went their separate ways.

“Not much” turned out to be twice the size of her office at Central with a shiny desk oultfitted with a data and communication center, a multiposition
gel-chair, an AutoChef, a personal friggie, an auxiliary station, two cozy visitor's chairs—and a large window she immediately shielded.

Too much space, she thought, too much comfort. Adjust, she reminded herself. Make it work.

She programmed what passed for coffee, made do with that while she began to set up a case board. She barely glanced over when Bree and
Annalyn came in.

“I'm still setting up. I'll need you to share the auxiliary. Run an anal on all the data we have, specifically on the female UNSUB. And | want a time
line up here on the board, starting with first known contact with McQueen right up to his last communication with me.”

“I'll start on the data,” Annalyn said. “Bree, while the lieutenant's setting up, why don’t you get us some eats? Use my code. My treat.”

“Sure. What would you like, Lieutenant?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“You a veggie?” Annalyn asked her.

“Not unless | can’t identify the meat.”

“Texas beef, one of the perks. Hardly any filling. I'll spring for burgers, Bree.”

“Could use a Pepsi,” Eve added. “Coffee’s absolute shit.”

“I'l take care of it.”

When Bree left, Eve glanced at Annalyn again. “Something on your mind, Detective?”

“She’s a good cop, doesn’'t miss much. A litle more seasoning, she won't miss anything. On a personal level, she can be a little intense, but
she’s not an asshole. Right now she’s holding on by her fingernails. She’ll keep holding on as long as she believes we’ll find Melinda. She stops
believing that, she’s done. Not just for now. Just done.”

“Then we won'’t give her any reason not to believe it.”

“She needs to be part of bringing McQueen down.”

“I've got that, but that’s your lieutenant’s call, not mine.”

“You don’t get you're her hero. Whether you want to be or not,” she continued, correctly reading Eve’s face. “You saved her life, and more
important to her, you saved Melly. You know what he did to them, to all those kids, and you stopped him, you got them out.”

“l got lucky. If you read the files, you know | was lucky | didn’t get us all killed.”

Annalyn propped her ankle on her knee. “Not the way | read it—and besides, if it wasn’t for lucky, half the cases we close would still be open. It
doesn’t matter how you did it, you did it. And you're a big part of why she can believe we’ll do it again. Stop him, and get Melly out. If you've got
doubts—and Christ knows | do—and you want Bree to keep hanging on, to be a useful part of the investigation, don’t let her see them.”

Eve didn’t hesitate, didn’'t need to. “Let me make this clear. At this point in time, | don't have any doubts. What | have is data, facts, pattern,
theory, and instinct. | don't believe we’re going to get Melinda Jones home, and put McQueen and his partner in prison. | know it.”

Annalyn glanced toward the door. “How do you know it? No, wait. If you mean that, tell us both when Bree gets back.”

“I'l do that. Get started on the anal.”

Having said her piece, Annalyn got to work without any more chatter. Eve continued with her board, had it nearly set to her satisfaction when Bree
and the food arrived.

The smell of burgers and fries filled the room, and for a moment made the strange space comfortably familiar. Eve took her burger off the
disposable plate, chomped in. “Good,” she decreed. “Okay, here’s how | work, and how we’ll be working as long as I'm here. | use visuals, like the
board here, and if 'm sitting back with my eyes closed I'm not catching a nap. I'm thinking. If | kick you out it's because | want to think without your
thoughts getting in my way. Detective Jones, if | refer to your sister as the vic, | don’'t want to see that look on your face | caught during the briefing. |
know it's personal, and to a point that could be an advantage. But if it gets in the way, you're out.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your partner understands you, and she’s got your back. | don’t want her distracted worrying that you're going to lose it at any point—any point—
in this investigation.”

“Don’t interrupt. We’re going to find McQueen and put him back where he belongs. | believe the most direct route to that end is the partner. We
identify, locate, apprehend her, and bring her in, grill her like this pretty damn good Texas beef.”

She took another bite, swilled down some Pepsi.

“He had a long run before he went down. He chose his spot and made it his sick, personal playground. He’s not going to have a long run this time
for very specific, very definite reasons.”

On another bite of burger, she leaned back on the shiny desk. Adjusting, she thought, and finding her rhythm after all.

“First,” she continued, “I'm a hell of a lot smarter than | was twelve years ago. We have more resources and we know more about him than we did
at that time. Second, because he’s obsessed with getting to me, he’s gone over the top pulling this off, involved too many people, left too many
avenues—and we’re going to squeeze all those people dry, take every one of those avenues until we find him.

“And the third reason.” She took another long drink of Pepsi. “Melinda. She’s a trained therapist. She knows how to talk to people, to get in their
heads. She had the guts to confront him in prison, to know herself well enough to do that so she could take her life back. She had the stones to go
into a career that would remind her, every day, of what he did to her. That makes her tougher and smarter than he is.

“If you don’t believe that, all of that, then | can’t use you here. Find something else to do.”

‘I believe it, Lieutenant. All of it.”

“What's with the ring?” Eve demanded, and Bree stopped turning it.

“I's Melly’s. | . . . I put it on this morning after this started. | wanted to have a piece of her, something | could touch, something to remind me I'm a
piece of her.”

Eve nodded. “Good enough. Do the time line.”

Eve studied the board, made some adjustments, some additions. She paced back and forth in front of it, frowning at the time line Bree created,



mixing itin.

She needed to go by the female’s former apartment, take a look at it, talk to the neighbors, the shopkeepers. Overlapping the feds, maybe, but
she liked Roarke’s two-pronged approach.

Might be something there, she thought. Some little crumb—something said, something seen. An impression. An opinion.

She wished fleetingly for more salt as she ate her fries. A lot more salt. She should just carry some in her pocket for fry emergencies.

An addiction, she admitted, like the coffee. Just something she craved and Roarke provided. That made him sort of her pusher, didn't it?

“Why does she fall in love with him?”

“Sorry?”

She shook her head at Bree. “He’s in prison. She goes for the money, the work—gotta live, gotta get what she needs. She’s experienced, she’s
hard, she’s self-absorbed. All addicts are. But she falls for him.”

She paced again, studying the two shots of the female, the picture of McQueen.

“Sure he’s attractive. Maybe even her type. He’s hard, too. He’s been around, knows the score. But he likes little girls. Those small, supple
bodies just budding. She’s too old for his needs, too experienced sexually. However well she’s kept her body, it's never going to be in first bud
again. She has to know that.”

“He’s charming,” Bree put in. “When he raped me the first time, he was charming. | don't mean—"

“I know. You weren’t charmed, but he put it on for you.”

“He flattered me. How pretty | was, how soft my skin was. It didn’t matter that | was screaming. He kept saying things like that. He had candles lit,
and music playing. Like it was romantic.”

Bree shook her head. “You know all this. I told you all this before, when you talked to me in the hospital.”

“Doesn’t hurt to be reminded. He charms her, flatters her. But that's not enough. Somehow she’s convinced she’s different than the others, that
she has something with him. How do you train someone to do what you want, to follow complex instructions over a long period of time? To form the
sort of attachment to you that would have them do whatever you wanted, even when you aren’t there to make them. It's a con, just like any other. He
can’'t control her with fear, so it has to be pleasure.”

“He gives her what she needs, promises more,” Annalyn said.

“The illegals. He provides.” Eve started to reach for her communicator. For Peabody. Two detectives in the room, she reminded herself. She
needed to use what she’d been provided.

“I need names of inmates on his block. Look for anillegals connection and a release. Start with six months before his first contact with the female.
Go back a year if you don’t get any hits.”

“I'm oniit,” Annalyn told her.

“Not all those contacts with Stibble’s ’link were to her, | bet my ass and yours. Had to make arrangements to give his dog her bones. He’s got
someone on the outside who’d take care of that. Someone who either owes him a big favor, or who he has on his payroll.

“Too many people.” She nodded, felt the buzz. “Just too many people. She’s got a source in Dallas, too. Find the source, find her. Find her, find
McQueen.”

“Jayson—Detective Price’s brother—works in llegals,” Bree began. “He’s the one who interrupted you during the briefing. He and Melinda just
started seeing each other a couple months ago, so—"

“Don’'t care. Have him tap his brother. Really Fat Vik said boosters, but it's going to be more. She needs something to level out, keep it smooth.
Can'’t just bounce on the high with all this going on. She needs to tune out, relax.”

“She’d think she’s competing with girls, sexually, wouldn’'t she?” Annalyn commented. “I'd add sex drugs. Erotica at a minimum to that.”

“Good point. Make it happen, Jones.” She considered Annalyn. “You look good.”

“Thanks. | work with what I've got.”

“And you're single. You're out in the mix. You do the salon thing? The hair and all that?”

“Tough on a cop’s salary, but once a month or so, yeah. | see where you're going. She’s got to look good for him. | bet she’s had some body work
since he hooked her. Lift the girls up some, laser off the lines, like that.”

“Recent, after she stopped counseling, before his escape. In Dallas, or close. She’s thinking about seeing him, him seeing her, being with him,
she might've gone for the works at some salon, and in the last few days.”

“Feels right.”

“Look, I'll take the inmate search. You and Jones know the city. Put together a list of most-likely salons, body work locations. Show both her ID
shots. Let’s get lucky again.”

“Are you going to update the feds with this angle?”

“Shit. Yeah, I'll take care of it.”

“Too bad,” Annalyn said, and grinned. “Come on, Bree. Let’s track this bitch down.”

Eve sat, started the search. Annalyn was right, she thought. It felt right. Felt good. While she worked she forgot the unfamiliar room, fell into a
routine.

McQueen had mucked with his, she thought, and now his foundation cracked under the weight of too much fuss, too many additions.

It didn’'t surprise her to find so many cons, deemed rehabilitated, with connections to illegals.

“Prisons are full of bad guys,” she mumbled, ran each one.

“I like you, Burt, street name Thor, Civet. | like you a whole bunch.” She ran probabilities, smiled slowly. “See there, the computer likes you, too.
You're a popular guy. Contact Peabody, Detective Delia, NYPSD,” she ordered the ’link.

Peabody’s face, showing a little wear, came on screen. “Hey, Dallas. We've got Stibble and Lovett on hold. We think we’ve tapped them out, but
we’ll give them another go tomorrow.”

“I've got a line. Burt Civet, aka Thor. Did time with McQueen until he made parole about four years ago. His current address is listed on
Washington Street. No current employment, so I'm just taking a wild guess he’s dealing again. Find him, pick him up, squeeze him. Probability's
high McQueen tapped him to supply the partner when she was in New York, keep her happy.”

“Got it.”

“| want everything he knows about this woman, Peabody. Everything. | want to know how McQueen handled the payoff. Make whatever deal
you've got to make, but convince him it's in his best interest to roll over. He did five hard last time. Use it. He likes to sell to minors, tends to set up
shop near playgrounds, schools, arcades.”

“Makes him a good match for McQueen.”

“I'm sure they bonded. | want McQueen’s bitch, Peabody. Squeeze hard.”



“He’s the lemon, we’ll make lemonade. How's it going down there?”

“It's weird. They're too polite, they talk funny, and stuff has too much shine on it. But the coffee’s worse than Central’s, so that's something. I'm
going to send you everything I've got, then 'm going to pull Roarke in from whatever he’s doing at EDD. | want to work on my own at the hotel for a
while. You can reach me on my pocket 'link.”

“I'l let you know when we’ve got him.”

Eve clicked off, sat back. She wanted to be there. She wanted to track down Civet, squeeze his lemons into lemonade.

She hadn’'t been able to intimidate, squeeze, or snarl since she’d left New York. It just wasn't right.

She tagged Roarke. “I've got a couple lines,” she told him. “l want to take what I've got and work at the hotel. | need to get out of here as soon as
you can shake loose.”

“I'm right there with you. On my way.”

She copied and saved data, gathered what she wanted. Rather than contact the feds directly, she wrote a quick, down-and-dirty summary and
shot it to their ’links as text mail.

When she walked out to inform Ricchio of her plans, Roarke intercepted her.

“l let the Texas lieutenant know where you'll be. Let’s get the bloody hell out of here.”

“Problem?”

He took her arm to hurry her along. “Let’s just say I've gotten used to your cop house. This one’s given me an itch between the shoulder blades.”

“‘How’s the deal in EDD?”

“Not as charming to my mind as our own, but efficient and with a similar wardrobe—though with a southwestern edge. The commanding officer
doesn’t care for civilians in his space—something else I'm accustomed to. But I've dealt with that.”

“You showed off,” Eve said as they got in the car.

“It had to be done. I dislike being scowled at and insulted by cops. Present company excepted. And how was your day?”

“Progress.”

She filled him in as they drove.

“Your two-pronged approach seems to be working quite well,” Roarke commented. “As does your focus on the woman. She’s a chink in his wall. |
agree with you, he won't keep her long. He has to know she’s a liability, if not at this point, soon.”

“She could stretch it out if she plays him right—but | think she’s probably emotionally attached, so she’ll fuck up. And he has Melinda for company
and conversation.”

“You think he’ll use her after all?”

“l think that's low probability, which is why I'm worried he’ll move on a kid, and soon. But she’ll talk to him, at least | think she will. I's what she
does now. She’s trained. | want to believe she’ll get through this, use that training, keep him from hurting her.”

He pulled up in front of the hotel, one of those slick, shiny spears in the city's arsenal. He said, simply, “Roarke,” and handed the key code and
what Eve assumed was a hefty tip to the doorman as the man all but bolted to the doors to open them.

“This isn’'t where we stayed last time. But it's obviously one of yours.”

“ltis, yes, and | thought we’d both want the change.”

When they walked to an elevator, the security man at the desk came to attention, snapped out, “Sir.”

Roarke gave him a nod, then swiped a card. When they stepped into the small, muted gold elevator, he said, “Triplex West, top level.”

“Triplex, as in three floors?”

“l thought we’d use the third floor as HQ. That way we can lock it off, even from housekeeping if you want. Use a droid there. First level’'s living
space, second’s bedroom areas. | ordered the top as | thought you'd want to see the setup, leave your file bag. Then | want a bloody drink.”

“l could use a bloody drink myself, and a bloody shower, and a bloody suspect | can hammer into the ground.”

He smiled. “Missing New York. How about a bloody meal to go with it?”

“I'had a burger.”

“Fuck me, it's more than I've had.”

The door opened. She blinked.

A murder board sat center of the room, just as she liked it. It wasn'’t precisely arranged as she would do, nor updated, but images, data, a partial
time line—it was all there.

As was a desk, a sleep chair, three screens, two D-and-C units—in addition to what looked like a fully equipped kitchen, bath, and she noted
after a quick circle, a second office.

“How did you do this?”

“l have a man here, one | could trust with your board. He has top security clearance. Saves you time.”

“It really does. Yours?” she asked with a gesture to the second office.

“Itis. Not quite like home, but, well, adjustments.”

He’d made it as easy for her as he could, given her all the tools to work the way she liked best.

She stepped to him, laid her hands on his face and her lips on his.

“That's just like home,” she murmured. Then because it felt so damn good, hugged him hard. “Let's have a bloody drink.”
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She sat on the terrace, drinking some wine, ignoring the view. Roarke was prettier to look at anyway. And looking at him, she saw the signs she’d
missed in her hurry to get to the hotel.

“You're pissed off.”

He lifted his shoulders in a careless shrug. “Not at you, at the moment.”

“Atwho? Or what?”

“Let’s just say 've had enough of cops—but again, not you. At the moment.”

She tracked back out of her own work to his end of it. EDD.

“If EDD’s that annoying, don’t go back. You don’t need to go in when you've got your setup here. You can coordinate with Feeney if and when you
want.”

“As yoU'll be going in there’s every reason. 'm with you as long as we’re in this place,” he reminded her. “And a bit of annoyance isn't much in the
larger scheme, is it?”

“Depends. What's the annoyance, specifically? It's not just being around cops.”

“Believe me, it's no champagne picnic for someone with my . . . predilections.”

He could read her, often too well for comfort. Tit for tat, she thought, reached over, took his hand. “Roarke.”

“Ah, bugger it. It's nothing, really. Ricchio’s father—another cop—had a part in the investigation on mine. He made a point of teling me, with the
Texas version of the beady eye you're so fond of.”

Her hackles rose. “Out of line.”

“Was it? Wouldn’t you have done the same in his place?”

“Maybe. Probably. I'd have been out of line. You're here to help, a consultant duly designated by the NYPSD. And Patrick Roarke has dick-all to
do with it. One of Ricchio’s consultants is being held by a violent predator. That's his fucking focus, and he’s got no business messing with your
head when lives are on the line.”

“Well then, we can agree in part. But there’s always going to be a smudge, isn’t there? It's the way of things.”

“Things suck.”

“Often. But now that you're annoyed along with me, | feel better. | want food.”

Not in the least mollified, she shoved up, paced away. “This fucking place. | hate it. | don’t care if it's unfair. Probably there’s good things about it,
good people init. | don’t care. They met up here, your father and mine.”

“Eve, Ricchio has no reason, and no accessible data to make a connection between Patrick Roarke, Richard Troy, and Lieutenant Eve Dallas.”

“But it's there. It's always going to be there, that smudge.” She swung back toward him, letting out what had been grinding inside her since they'd
touched down.

“We’re never going to get out from under it, not all the way. No matter what we do, who we are, what we make, they're part of it. We can’'t change
that. It's always there, and it's more there here.”

“tis, yes. ltis.” He rose, went to her. “So, we’ll have to find Melinda Jones quickly, deal with McQueen, and go home.”

She closed her eyes when he rested his brow against hers. “Sounds like a plan. Simple, straightforward.”

“I' have every faith.”

“Then I'd better get back to it. Tell you what, to make up for cop bullshit, I'll deal with your dinner before | write up my reports. How do you feel
about Texas beef, burger style?”

“l could feel very agreeable to that.” But he took her hands. “Think about this. Without the smudge we wouldn’t be just who we are, and wouldn’t be
so damn determined to keep scrubbing at it. In our own ways.”

“I guess not. Still . . .” She stopped when her ’link signaled. “Peabody,” she said with a glance at the readout.

“Deal with it. | can handle getting my own dinner.”

“Good. Sorry. Peabody. Did you get him?”

He went in, kept an eye on her as he selected from the AutoChef. She paced, one hand jammed in her pocket. Talking fast, eyes narrowed, cop
flat.

Back to scrubbing at the smudge, he thought.

When she came in, fresh energy came with her.

“They picked Civet up, got him cold with his pockets lined with baggies of poppers, Zing, zoner, and what all. Collared him within a block of a
youth center, which adds weight. Adding up how many times he’s been in, he’s looking at ten to fifteen without the PA breaking a sweat. He’ll deal.
He’ll talk. She just has to play him right.”

She started pacing again, around her case board. “She’s got to let Baxter go in hard and low while she takes the soft, let's-work-this-out method.”

“Do you trust her to get it done?”

“Yeah, | do. But I'd trust her more if | was there.”

“You just want to sweat a suspect.”

“Oh God, yeah. Peabody gets Stibble, Lovett, now Civet. | get Really Fat Vik, the completely cooperative bartender with the super memory. How
is that just?”

She plopped down at the desk. “Still, | want to go roust the UNSUB's neighbors at her old apartment. Maybe one of them will give me some
game.”

“You're certainly due. 'm going to take my meal in the other office and play Find the Van without cops sneering over my shoulder.”

While he did, she settled into writing her report, read the progress on others. They'd eliminated some of the real estate, some vehicle
transactions. Still a long way to go.

Big city, she mused, lots of apartments and condos, lots of vans. What else? What else did he need, did he want?

She sat back, put her boots on the desk, shut her eyes.

Likes good wine, she remembered. He’'d had a nice selection—heavy on the Cabernet—in his New York hellhole.

She put herself back there, using her mind, her memory rather than the crime scene photos.

Wineglasses lined by type in the cabinet. She hadn’'t known good crystal from crap back then, but she did now. Good glasses. Dishes—four-
piece place settings, nice quality—simple, classic white with a raised pattern around the lips.

Fresh fruit and vegetables in the market bags. Nothing processed. Some cheese, a—what was it?—baguette. Eggs in the friggie. Not egg



substitute.

Good food, good wine, and good dishes and stemware to enjoy it. He’d have missed that in prison.

He’d want what he wanted now.

She roamed the apartment in her head, eyes closed, boots up.

Not much furniture, and no clutter. Clean, tidy, organized.

Organic cleaning products, she remembered. Unscented.

His bedroom had posts and rungs on the headboard. He’d needed those to secure the ropes, the cuffs, his restraints du jour.

Good sheets—two spare sets—all white, organic cotton.

He’d always used the beds, always raped his prey on good, clean sheets.

Good sheets had to be laundered.

Bathroom. Organic cotton with the towels, too, and white again. Always white. Soaps, shampoos, grooming products. All natural again, no
additives, no chemicals.

He’d need shops that carried his preferences. He’d have given his partner his requirements. Local shops, online? Maybe a mix of both.

Security cameras, soundproofing, shackles and restraints. The locals and the feds already had those, were already running those elements.

But they needed to work the other details.

She swung her boots to the floor, rose to circle the board as she dictated the additional list to the computer.

“Advise search for retail venues carrying these products in the Dallas area and online. Purchases of linens, kitchenware, cleaning products within
the last six weeks. Grooming products, wine within four. Foodstuffs within the last two to three days.

“Also check on laundry services—white organic cotton linens.”

She circled again as Roarke came in. “Copy and send memo to all listed partners. Mark priority.”

Acknowledged, working . . . Task complete.

“l wasn’t thorough enough,” she said to Roarke. “And I've been so focused on the woman herself, | didn’t think about the little things, the everyday
things. Dishes, towels. Fuck! It's part of his pattern, part of his profile.”

“Then it's in the file, which every team member has.”

“Yeah, but every team member wasn't in that apartment, didn’'t see the dishes, the bottles of expensive wine. The tub of Green Nature cleaner
under the sink.”

Fascinated, he lifted his eyebrows. “You remember the actual brand of cleaner?”

“Yeah, I remember it, and while that's buried somewhere in the list of items found and logged in his place, who’s going to pay attention unless you
put it all together? We’d have had men on this today if 'd just thought of it sooner.”

“And how soon did you think of it once you had an actual opportunity to sit down, clear your mind, and think?”

“Pretty quick, actually. It's probably been trying to kick through all damn day.” Dissatisfied, restless, she rocked on her heels. “Still slow. Another
problem is she probably got most of this, if not all, online. It'll take longer to track down transactions.”

“You believe she’s in love with him.”

Eve stared at the ID shots, felt that little trip again. “| believe she believes it.”

“I'll wager she bought locally for some of it. The linens particularly. She’s setting up house, isn't she? She’d want to touch them, examine them,
fuss a bit.”

“Really?”

“Not everyone objects to shopping on almost religious grounds.” Like Eve, he studied the woman’s ID shots. “She’s hard, you say, tough,
experienced. But he’s found a weak spot. And that part of her might enjoy taking the time, in person, to select—especially what she imagines
touching his body, and hers.”

“That’s good. Almost Mira good. Well, itd be a break if she did, and if some clerk recognizes her. Meanwhile—"

“Meanwhile, | have a line on the van, or what | think may be the van.”

“Already?”

“| started earlier, in EDD. But find | work much better without that itch between my shoulder blades. A *fifty-two panel van, blue,” he continued as
he walked over to program coffee for both of them. “Registered to the Heartfelt Christian League—which is bogus, by the way. | thought, if Sister
Suzan made the purchase, she might use some church-type organization for the registration, so | started there.”

“Good start.”

“Well, you'd be surprised how many church-type organizations have vans, and have bought same in the last year or so. | tracked this one back to
its previous owner, a Jerimiah Constance—who’s a devout Christian, by the way, in a little town called Mayville, just this side of the Louisiana
border. As Sister Suzan had a Baton Rouge address on that ID, it's a nice link. Cash transaction,” he added. “Sister Suzan Devon’s signature’s on
the transfer papers.”

“God, that feels good. | need everything you've got.”

“Already copied to your unit.”

She spun on her heel, went back to the desk. “We’ll get this out. It's probably been painted, but that's another avenue there. And she’ll have
switched the tags, but it's good. 'm going to nudge the feds to verify, have somebody interview God-fearing Jerimiah.”

“I'm still working on the money. McQueen'’s covered himself well in that area.”

“He’s good,” she said as she sent out the new data. “You're better.”

“Yes, of course, but thanks all the same.”

“We’re on a nice roll here. Let's keep it going. Let's go harass some apartment-dwelling Texans.”

Roarke toasted her with his coffee. “Yee-ha.”

The building showed some wear, squatting in the lowering light. The patch of parking on the side apparently doubled as a playground as a
bunch of kids ran between and around cars, shouting the way kids always seemed to at play.

Security was just shy of adequate, but as several windows were wide open to the nonexistent breeze—just inviting a visit from thieves—she
assumed nobody cared.

As she got out of the car one of the kids barreled straight into her.



“Tag! You're it!”

“No, I'm not.”

He grinned, showing a wide gap where, hopefully, his two front teeth would grow in at some point. “We’re playing Tag. Who are you?”

“I'm the police.”

“We play Cops 'n’ Robbers, too. Ilike being a robber. You can arrest me.”

“Get back to me in about ten years.”

She eyed the entrance, eyed the kid. What the hell, you had to start somewhere. She pulled out the ID of Sarajo Whitehead. “Do you know her?”

“She don't live here anymore.”

“But she did.”

“Yep. Uh-huh. | gotta go tag.”

“Wait a minute. Did she live by herself?”

“l guess. She slept a lot. She used to yell out the window for us to stop all that noise ’cause people are trying to sleep. But my ma said that was
just too bad ’cause it's the middle of the day and kids get to play loud as they want outside.”

“Who’s your ma?”

“She’s Becky Robbins and my pa’s Jake. 'm Chip. We live on the fourth floor, and I've got a turtle named Butch. You wanna see?”

“Is your mother home?”

“Course she’s home. Where else? Ma!”

He shouted, loud and high-pitched so Eve’s ears rang.

“Jesus, kid.”

“You shouldn’'t oughta say ‘Jesus.’ You should say ‘Jeezit.

“You really think zzz makes a difference?”

“Ma says so. Mal’

“Christ!”

“Nuh-uh.” Gap-toothed Chip shook his head. “ ‘Cripes’ is okay, though.”

“Chip Robbins, how many times have | told you not to yell out for me unless you're being stabbed with a pitchfork?”

The woman who stuck her head out the window had her son’s curly dark hair and an aggrieved scowl.

“But Ma, the police want to talk to you. See?” He grabbed Eve’s hand, waved it with his.

Eve took hers back, resisted wiping off whatever sticky substance his had transferred. She held up her badge. “Can we come up, Mrs.
Robbins?”

“What's this about? My boy's a pain in the behind, but he’s good as gold.”

“It's about a former neighbor. If we could come up—"

“I'l come down.”

“Ma doesn't like to let people she don't know in the house when my pa’s not home. He’s working late.”

“Okay.”

“He drives an airtram, and Ma works at my school. 'm in second grade.”

“Good for you.” Eve looked to Roarke for help, but he just smiled at her.

“Are you gonna arrest a robber?”

“Know any?”

“My friend Everet stoled a candy bar from the store, but his ma found out and made him go pay for it out of his 'lowance, and he couldn’'t have
candy or nothing for a whole month. You could arrest him. He’s over there.”

He pointed, cheerfully ratting out his pal.

“It sounds like he’s paid his debt to society.”

Jesus—jeez it—where was the kid’s mother?

“Talk to him,” Eve suggested, desperately sacrificing Roarke.

“Okay. Are you the police, too?”

“Absolutely not.”

“You talk different,” Chip commented. “Are you from French? The lady at the market is, and she don't talk like us either. | know a word.”

“What word?”

“Bunjore. It means hello.”

“l know a word.”

Chip’s grin widened. “What word?”

“Dia dhuit. t's hello where | was born.”

“Deea-gwit,” Chip repeated, mangling it a bit.

“Well done.”

“Chip, stop pestering the police and go play.”

Becky Robbins had taken time to tame back her hair. She hurried now, her flip-flops flapping as she reached out to tuck an arm around her son’s
shoulders. After a quick hug, she made a shooing motion.

“Okay. Bye!” He raced off, and was immediately absorbed into the running and shouting.

“What’s going on?” Becky demanded. “A couple of the neighbors said the FBIwas here before when we were out. Now the police.”

“Do you know a woman calling herself Sarajo Whitehead?”

“Yeah, the neighbors said the FBIl asked about her. She used to live here. Second floor. She moved out a while back. Eight, ten months, maybe.
Why? She did something, didn't she?” Becky continued before Eve could speak. “The FBI people didn’t really say, but Earleen—my neighbor—she
could tell. And now you're here, too. | never liked that woman—Sarajo, | mean, not Earleen.”

Chip came by his talkative nature honestly, Eve decided. “Why is that?”

“She could barely be bothered to say a friendly hello. | know she worked nights, mostly, but | don’'t appreciate anybody yelling at my kid—all the
kids.”

Becky put her hands on her hips as she looked over the racing, shouting kids with the mother’s version of the beady eye.

“They got a right to play out here in good weather, and in broad daylight for heaven’s sake. Told her that myself, after she yelled and used swears
at those kids one too many times. Told her she ought to get herself some earplugs or whatever.”



Becky looked back at Eve. “What did she do?”

“We’ll know more about that when we locate her. Did she have any visitors?”

“The only person | ever saw go in or out of there except her was another woman. Young, pretty.”

“This woman?” Eve showed her Melinda’s photo.

“Yeah, that's the one. She’s not in trouble with the police, is she? She seemed so nice.”

“No, she’s not. You don’t remember seeing anyone else?”

“Well, yeah, a man came once. A really fat man. Said she worked for him, and he was looking for her. But she’d already gone by then. Just left
one day. Left the furniture, too. Turned out it was rented. She paid it up-to-date though, rent, too. The landlady told me. Anyway, | wasn’t sorry to see
her gone.”

Eve waited a moment. “There’s something else.”

Becky glanced around, shifted. “It's just something | think. | can’t swear to it.”

“Anything you know, think, saw, heard. It's all helpful.”

“l don’t like accusing anybody—even her—of something, but the FBI, for heaven’s sake. Now the police. Well . . . | think she was on something. At
least sometimes.”

“llegals.”

“Yeah. I think. | had a cousin who got sucked into that scene, so | know the signs. Her eyes, the jittery moves. | know | smelled zoner on her, more
than once. When we got into it about the kids, | said she oughta take a little more of whatever she was popping or smoking so she’d pass out and
wouldn’t hear them. | shouldn’t have said it, but | was riled up.

“She gave me such a look. | have to say, it scared me some. She shut the door in my face, and | went home. The next morning, | go out to my car
to go to work. My husband’s rig’s parked next to me. Every one of his tires is slashed. | know she did it. | know 'm accusing her again, but | just
know it. But how're you going to prove that? Besides I'm the one had words with her, not Jake. He doesn’t get riled up like | do. If she'd slashed my
tires maybe | could’ve gotten the cops on her.

“Jake, he needs that rig to get to work. He lost a whole day getting new tires.”

“Did you report it?”

“Sure. You've got to for the insurance, though it didn’'t cover it all. Jake didn't want me to say anything about her, so | didn’t. She’d have denied it
anyway, and maybe done something worse. | stayed clear of her the best | could after that. So | wasn’t sorry when she took off.”

Eve talked to a few more neighbors, but she had everything she needed from Becky Robbins.

“The ball’s still rolling,” she said to Roarke as they headed back to the hotel. “She could pull off the hardworking, no-trouble-here woman at work.
But at home, well, that's home.”

“Where you want to relax,” he commented. “And be more yourself.”

“Yeah. You're entitled to some of your illegals of choice in your own home, entitled to some quiet when you want it, entitled to have your bitch of a
neighbor leave you the hell alone. And when she gets in your face, you're entitled to payback. You know how to get it, too. The best way. Go after
the primary breadwinner’s ride to work. Fuck with that, fuck with the whole family where it hurts. In the money bag.”

“She has a temper,” Roarke added, “and a mean streak. No fondness for children, I'd say, and saw no need to foster any sort of relationship with
the other people in the building.”

“She didn’t need them. But she’s also smart enough not to skip out on the bills. No point in having anybody looking for Sarajo, even when she
stops being Sarajo.”

“You've confirmed she didn’t, while here, have personal transpo. So she walked or took public. No one visited but Melinda. No one came looking
for her but her former employer.”

He latched on, Eve thought. She never had to refine the lines for Roarke. “So, whoever her dealer is, he or she didn't do business at the
apartment. No men—and one of the neighbors would’'ve seen or heard—so she’s being true to McQueen. At least at home. Some dealers will
trade junk for sex. But that’s business,” Eve mused. “That wouldn’t be cheating. Sex s business.”

“Well then, I love doing business with you.”

She leaned back. “And still . . . I didn’t get to strong-arm or flex the muscles with anybody. They're all so damn cooperative. They just talk, talk, talk
—especially that kid. It's like being in a foreign country.”

“Like going to French?”

That got a laugh. “Maybe there’s something in the water down here. Maybe we shouldn’t drink the water, or we could start talking to everybody,
telling complete strangers more than they could possibly want to know.”

“There’s water in coffee.”

“Yeah, but it’s, like, boiled, right? That kills the microbes that trigger all this cooperation and chattiness. It has to. It's getting dark. | know we’re
making progress, but it's getting dark. He’s had her for more than twenty hours now.”

She took a long breath. “Getting dark,” she murmured. “He likes to hunt at night.”



10

Dark. He liked to keep them in the dark so they couldn’t know if it was day or night. So they couldn’t see each other, have even that horrible, small
comfort.

Unless he blasted the lights, hours and hours and hours of bright lights. Then they could see too well. All those eyes, as empty and hopeless as
the pit of her own stomach. The shackles and chains, like something out of an old vid—but real, so real, the weight and the bite of them on the
wrists, the ankles.

But it was worse when he took them off. Worse when he took you out of the room, and into his.

She’d fight when he came again. Bree said they had to fight, no matter what. Bree was right, she knew Bree was right, but it was so hard. He hurt
her so much.

But she’d try, she’d try to fight, try to hurt him if he came for her again.

In the dark she reached out, wanting her sister’'s hand, the contact of skin.

And remembered.

It was dark, but she was alone. And she wasn'’t a child this time. But he’d come back for her, as he had in every nightmare that plagued her.

He’d come back.

Melinda shifted, felt that weight, that bite on her ankles and wrists. In her head she screamed like a wounded animal, but she didn't let the sound
come out.

Stay calm, stay calm. Screaming won’t help. She had to think, to plan, to find a way out.

Bree would be looking for her, along with the entire force of the Dallas police.

But she didn’t know if she was in Dallas. She could be anywhere.

The hysteria wanted to froth up in her throat, vomit out in a scream.

Think.

Sarajo.

On the ’link, desperate, urgent, asking for help. What had she said? Important to remember every detail, to get through the fog of whatever they'd
given her and remember.

She’d claimed she’d seen the man who’d raped her. Needed help. So scared. Couldn’'t go to the police, couldn’t go through it again.

Had to help, of course, even though she’d put in a long day and had hoped for an early night. Left the note for Bree, locked up. Always careful to
lock up, to keep the doors on her car locked. Careful. Always careful.

And yet.

So sure, Melinda remembered now, that she’d be able to talk Sarajo Whitehead through the fear, convince her to go to the police with details. So
confident she could help, she could handle.

Of course, she’d said again. Of course when Sarajo had dashed to the car when Melinda had pulled into the lot of the twenty-four-hour eatery. Of
course we can go somewhere else, somewhere not so crowded and noisy.

Sympathy, empathy, eye contact, a touch of the hand. Reassurance. She’d let Sarajo into the car, sat for a moment, talking quietly, hoping to
settle the nerves—what she took as nerves, she thought now.

The woman didn’t look well, no, didn’'t look well at all, so she hadn’t hesitated to pull over when Sarajo claimed to be sick.

Reaching out again, to help. She hadn’t seen the syringe, but she’d felt the pressure on the side of her neck. Another bite.

Then, for just a moment as the gray rose, as it edged into black, she saw Sarajo smile.

Stupid bitch, she said. Stupid, knowit-all bitch.

And he was there, just there.

Going, going, fading, fading. Can’t scream, can’t fight. Just his voice, the sharp, ugly joy in it as they dragged her into the backseat.

Hi, Melinda! Just like old times.

Then nothing, just nothing, until the dark.

When he came, the lights came with him, stinging her eyes. Groggy, so groggy, and sick. But it was Bree on the ’link. Her face, her voice. She
tried so hard to stay calm, to think clearly through the thick dregs of the drug.

Sarajo, she thought again. His partner. He always worked with a woman. Oh, she’d read and studied everything on Isaac McQueen. Made herself
read it, watch it, know it.

And still, she’d walked right into his hands. Again.

He hadn’t raped her. But he wouldn’t be interested in her that way now. She wasn’'t a young girl.

Thank God there were no young girls here. At least, she prayed there were none.

He wanted her for another reason. Revenge? But she’d been one of many. He couldn’t possibly plan or hope to collect all the survivors again.

No, no, too much time and risk, and for what?

She tried to find some comfort on the floor of the room, tried to clear the smear on her mind from the drug. There had to be a reason for taking
her, specifically her. For God’s sake her sister was a cop now, sharing the apartment with her. Surely one of the others would have been easier
prey.

Yet he'd targeted her, specifically, again. Sarajo had reported the rape months before. Nearly a year, yes, almost a year before. So he’d set the
wheels in motion long before the abduction.

Why?

Something