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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 8, 6:31 A.M
A white sheet draped the dead body. The asphalt beneath was blackened and charred, forming an asymmetrical ring. A motorist who’d called 911 said he’d seen something burning in a parking lot near the highway and smelled a terrible smell. Like a barbeque, but foul. Wrong.
Special Agent Shannon Ames lifted the crime scene tape over her head. She slipped through and pulled on a pair of blue plastic gloves. There was maybe a whiff of burning smell in the air, but it had mostly blown through, she figured, pushed by the breeze coming off the Harlem River, or masked by the brakes-and-exhaust stink of traffic bustling on the highways and byways that surrounded her.
She looked around. After more than a year with the FBI, crime scenes were becoming familiar places. You saw lots of the same people – paramedics, crime scene techs, firefighters, and local police. Different faces and names, but the same essential roles. Police response was like the immune system of a society. And right now, somewhere, was a virus that needed to be found.
But why am I here? Why me, specifically? It was a question she’d been asking herself since her supervisor called an hour ago, telling her she was needed. Why, when her jurisdiction was Brooklyn-Queens, was she at an apparent homicide in the South Bronx?
But since it wasn’t the most important question – it felt kind of selfish, really – she swept it aside.
Nearby, two uniformed cops chatted and drank coffee, and one of them laughed at a joke. A group of firefighters hung back in the street, the lights of a firetruck still twirling. Three crime scene techs in white Tyvek suits were packing up their van, having already worked the scene. Yellow markers dotted the ground – signs of their passing. And a female detective in plainclothes stood in proximity, talking on her phone.
She saw Shannon and ended the call as she approached, extending a hand. “Hi. Detective Mindy Cahill. NYPD Robbery-Homicide.”
“Special Agent Shannon Ames, FBI. Hi.”
Shannon was met with a strong grip. Cahill said, “The victim appears to be Jared D’Onofrio, forty-eight years old, from Yonkers. Married, no kids. He manages a Staples business center down in Harlem.” Cahill moved a little closer to the body and crouched. “We don’t have the official identification yet. That will come from the teeth, it’s looking like. We’d be sending the body off to the morgue now, but we got a call you were coming down.” The detective paused. She gave Shannon a look. “He was incinerated, with gasoline as the fuel.”
“What time?”
“Well, the first call came in at 3:04 a.m. The medical examiner said that sounded right for time of death. He’s over there in that other van, waiting for the green light to take the body in for autopsy.”
Everybody was waiting for her, basically. Shannon squatted beside Cahill and lifted the sheet.
The smell hit hard. An egg-like odor of burned hair, the charcoal scent of torched skin, all mixed with the coppery undertones of iron-rich blood, boiled away. The skin was blackened to coal. Nothing much left of the face but the scoop of an open mouth. The hands were hooked into claws, either side of the head. As if the victim had died screaming and holding his skull.
Cahill’s voice was quiet. “So is this a series? I heard about someone getting burned like this six months ago.”
Shannon lowered the sheet over Jared D’Onofrio and stood. “It might be.”
Traffic trundled overhead on the bridge. More rushed past on the nearby highway. Where they were was a kind of nexus of overpasses and roads. Graffiti snaked around the massive concrete bridge supports. Vining weeds entwined themselves along lengths of waist-high chain-link fence.
“Well,” Cahill said, “you’re gonna want to check this out.”
Shannon followed her to a guardrail, and Cahill pointed out a marked item in some weeds. Shannon bent for a closer look: a black Bic lighter with a yellow smiley face.
“But there’s no gas can,” Cahill said after a moment. Shannon eyed the lighter, then met Cahill’s gaze. Cahill was a head shorter than Shannon, who wasn’t exactly tall at five feet seven. The detective had large brown eyes and voluminous dark hair done up in a bun. Or a chignon. One of those. She wore a gray pantsuit, and the curl of some tribal tattoo just showed on the back of her left hand.
She said, “What I mean is, I had to give it consideration at first – did this guy torch himself? But then I had the burn specialist here, who checked it all out and said someone poured gas all over this guy and lit him up. I’m thinking the doer tossed the lighter for us to find.”
The yellow smiley face grinned up at Shannon.
Hi there. I know something you don’t know.
Cahill said, “I already made a couple of calls – you can find those lighters anywhere in the city. Plenty sold around here, too.”
“How many people phoned 911?” Shannon asked.
“Multiple. I don’t know the exact number. People driving by saw the fire. Later calls mentioned the smell.”
“But no eyewitnesses of the act itself. Seeing someone dumping gas on another person.”
“No. We got information on most of the people who called in, and I plan to follow up with every one of them. But the first thing I did was send a team out for eyewitnesses. I knew we’d hit a wall. No one lives around here. We’re in the middle of nothing – roads and ramps and parking.”
“Was anyone else in the parking lot? Have you let anyone go?”
“We haven’t had to. There was no one here. See, this end of the parking lot is usually empty unless there’s a Yanks game. Yankee Stadium is a couple of blocks east of us. If there’s a game, and the parking garage is full and the southern lot is crowded, you might see some people here, sitting in their folding chairs, drinking beer, wearing their favorite jerseys. But there’s no game going on.”
“Gotcha.” Shannon glanced around at the two uniformed cops watching them from the crime scene tape. One cop took a sip of his coffee, his eyes never leaving Shannon. The place was so remote, there weren’t even any onlookers.
Shannon faced the detective again. “Can I see the vehicle?”
“Sure. This way.”
She followed Cahill to a pale blue Toyota Corolla that looked like it had seen better days. Cahill’s hard-soled shoes echoed off all the concrete and steel. “We’ve gone through all the parking receipts for last night. You get a ticket on the way in, pay on the way out. Every time the machine dispenses a ticket, it’s logged into the system. So we went into the system. There were other vehicles here that came and went last night, but this was the last. The machine said 2:47 a.m.”
Shannon noticed an empty pillbox booth in the distance, and what looked like a small automated dispenser beside it.
Why am I here?
Cahill continued, “Of course, I shut down the lot as soon as I arrived. Like I said, there were no vehicles after this one, nobody else here, but we wanted to close it.”
As they reached the older, slightly rusted Corolla, Shannon said, “You said this lot services the stadium?”
“This is the Harlem River Lot. People like it because it’s easy on, easy off. You might park here if you work in the area, but mostly it’s for Yankee Stadium, yeah. And Circo Hermanos Vazquez. The circus.” She pointed, but Shannon didn’t see anything besides a layering of more roads, on-ramps, off-ramps, and overpasses. Maybe the striped peak of a tent? The sun was barely up, the sky overcast, so the distance lacked clarity.
Another uniformed NYPD cop guarded the Corolla. He was young, with thick, expressive eyebrows. He looked at Shannon for a few extra seconds, then stepped aside. Cahill introduced them. “Special Agent Ames, Officer Edward Valencia.”
“Nice to meet you.”
“This is it,” Cahill said. She put her hands on her hips beside her firearm and badge.
Shannon circled the vehicle. She cupped her hands and looked inside from various angles.
Cahill said, “We’ll take the vehicle in to print it and do the DNA tests and everything else.”
The interior appeared typical: slightly messy, but not too. Some fast-food wrappers and cups. Empty soda cans. A black backpack. “Go through the backpack yet?”
“Just had a quick look,” Cahill said. “But be my guest.”
Shannon glanced at the two of them just for confirmation, and Cahill gave a nod. Shannon opened the back door of the car. “And it was unlocked when you found it?”
“Yep. Unlocked.”
Shannon reached into the backpack, which was unzipped. The car smelled a bit like greasy hamburgers, cigarettes, cologne. Maybe a trace of something else – perfume. Inside the bag, some papers in a binder. A brown paper sack with remnants of a peanut butter sandwich. Two unopened packs of Newports.
“His wallet?” Shannon asked.
“No wallet. The ME is pretty sure it was on his person. We IDed him off the car. We used the reg and got a phone number, called his wife. She said he didn’t come home last night.”
Shannon pulled out of the vehicle and stood. “Did she say anything else?”
“Sometimes he stays late at work. He’s a store manager, has to do inventory, things like that. I guess he’s got a cot in the office, and every once in a while, he spends the night. So that was the next thing I did – I called the regional manager for Staples and confirmed D’Onofrio worked there. They looked in their system and told me he’d punched out just before two a.m.”
“How far away is the Staples?”
“Not far. About twenty minutes, in Harlem.”
Shannon nodded. Plenty of time to get in his car and drive over to the Bronx.
She pointed overhead. “Maybe he took this bridge?”
“Yeah, maybe. It’s a swing bridge; changes positions for boats passing through. It’s a city landmark. No cameras. But he could’ve taken the 145th Street Bridge, or the Madison Avenue Bridge… It depends on what he wanted, where he was going. He could’ve gotten here any number of ways. But I plan to check the cameras on all that. See if anything fits with the timeline.”
“Great,” Shannon said. “Keep me posted.”
One way or another, instead of returning home, Jared D’Onofrio had come here. To a spillover lot for Yankee Stadium in a neighborhood where no one really lived. Why?
Well, it probably had to do with the perfume smell. All Shannon’s supervisor had said was, Possible fourth in a series; need you to check it out. I’ll be there as soon as I can. But Shannon had called fellow agent Jenna Reese on the way in. Reese had told her that the other three victims in the possible series were all johns. Customers of Bronx prostitutes. The senior special agent on the case, working it out of the Manhattan Field Office, was a guy named Brad Gorgas.
So where was he?
Shannon returned her attention to Cahill and the vehicle. “As far as you can tell, nothing was taken?”
“Nothing was taken.”
“Not his cigarettes, not his wallet, not his car?”
Cahill shook her head. “No.”
Shannon took a few steps back, seeking a bigger picture. “He got out of the vehicle. He came over here. Someone doused him in gasoline.” She looked off in the direction of the Bic lighter with the yellow smiley face. “And then they set him on fire.”
“That’s about the shape of it.”
She took a breath. “Let’s go ahead and call your people to take the vehicle.”
As she said it, she noticed a car enter the parking lot and come cruising toward them. She recognized the dark blue Chevy Impala as one of the FBI’s.
Maybe they would explain what she was doing here.
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“We’d like you to go undercover,” said Mark Tyler.
They sat in the Impala, which was parked and idling. Behind the wheel was Tyler, the supervisory special agent at the Brooklyn-Queens resident agency. Her boss. Brad Gorgas filled the passenger seat beside him, a senior special agent out of the main office in Manhattan.
The way it worked, the FBI had fifty-six field offices, or divisions, across the US and Puerto Rico. New York was a big one, with several satellite offices, called resident agencies, of which Brooklyn-Queens was one. Tyler’s job was to oversee the day-to-day operations at the Brooklyn-Queens office. He rarely ventured out unless it was important.
Shannon blinked at him. “Undercover?”
“It would have to be your choice,” Tyler emphasized. “But I wanted to tell you, it would mark the end of your probationary period.”
She let out a small laugh, then covered her mouth. “Sorry, sir – that sounded a little bit like a bribe.”
“Not at all. It’s – if you really want to understand it – it’s a legal thing. A paperwork thing. The bureau won’t allow agents still in their probationary period to do undercover work. But it’s not the reason why we’re asking – because we think we can leverage you. You don’t have to do it. And your probationary period is up in three months anyway. This just fast-tracks you. If it matters.”
She thought a moment. “It doesn’t.”
Tyler and Gorgas exchanged looks.
Outside the vehicle, a truck beeped as it backed up. D’Onofrio’s Corolla was being hitched to an NYPD tow truck.
Gorgas said, “We can talk it through. We just wanted to get to the point, let you know what we’re asking right up front.” He was broad-shouldered with a square jaw and a brush cut. Three moles marked the left side of his face along his jawline.
“I understand,” Shannon said. It was hard for her mind not to leap ahead. Undercover? Doing what? Where – in an area she knew nothing about? Talking to whom? Hookers?
Gorgas handed her a thick file. “That’s everything so far, condensed. Another was burned like this. Lawrence Olmos. He was a schoolteacher in the South Bronx. The other two succumbed to multiple blunt force traumas. Even though the MOs are different, the solicitation links them. We can put each of the victims at sex-work hotspots in the region, either through their phones or car GPS. I’m sure we’re going to find the same thing with this last guy.”
She flipped through the paperwork, past witness statements and autopsy reports and images of mutilated bodies. Burnt flesh. Bashed-in heads. “Anything on a Bic lighter with a smiley face on it?”
“No,” Gorgas said. “In one case, the murder weapon was left behind – a concrete block. There was a gas can at the Lawrence Olmos scene, but we weren’t able to tie it definitively. The big link is matching prints across each of the victims’ cars. But it’s no one in the system.”
Gorgas fell silent, and she continued to flip through the file.
After a moment, she glanced up, sensing Tyler watching her. He said, “You have to tell me whether you can do this or not. And I’ll tell you why you’re being considered.”
Shannon sorted through the multiple thought strands. One: Tyler had ambitions to take over the assistant director position at the Manhattan field office, currently held by Ronald Moray. That was always a factor – he had an agenda – but she didn’t begrudge him his ambition or think it corrupted his every decision. Two, probably more importantly… “You’re asking me to go undercover as a sex worker?” It warranted explicit confirmation.
Tyler’s mouth was open, but Gorgas answered, “Are you familiar with Aileen Wuornos?”
“She was a serial killer in Florida,” Shannon said. “A prostitute who killed her johns. You think the same thing is happening here?”
“Look it over.” Gorgas dipped his head at the file. “There’s a couple of other theories, and I’d be happy to hear yours.”
“Why undercover as a sex worker? Why not send someone in as a john?”
“We had a guy,” Gorgas said after a moment. “I worried that a male agent undercover would be tipping off too many sex workers. And it happened. When you have the same john coming around, asking questions, paying but not consummating, people get suspicious. We had to change tactics. We need someone like you in there.”
“And I can cover more ground,” she said, thinking aloud. “I can talk to the sex workers.”
“Exactly.” Gorgas turned to Tyler and said, “You two work it out. I’m going to have a look around.” Then he got out of the car.
After the door shut and silence ensued, Shannon said, “D’Onofrio’s vehicle was unlocked.”
“Like she forced him out of the car?”
“Or it’s a third party. Someone who disrupts the, ah, exchange. Detective Cahill is looking at traffic cameras. Maybe we’ll see someone following D’Onofrio.”
Tyler jerked his thumb to indicate Gorgas, who was talking with Cahill near the victim. “Gorgas has been at this for months. It practically ground to a halt. He had people out on the street, asking questions, but no one was talking. Or no one saw anything.” Tyler put his arm up on the seat back. “But now there’s this new victim. And you. You’re good with people.”
“That’s why you’re recommending me?” The idea of posing as a prostitute was almost short-circuiting her brain. She’d considered undercover work might be part of her experience with the FBI. But maybe as a regular civilian doing a little tag-and-follow. Or spending a couple of days on a sting. This level of deep cover, the acting it seemed to require, the compartmentalization – could she do it?
Tyler said, “I’ll tell you the reasons that have nothing to do with me recommending you. It’s not because of your age. Sex workers range fifteen to fifty. And it’s nothing physical. Aside from your sex. It’s because I know you can handle it. The mental, emotional demands.”
Translation: you’re unmarried and have no kids.
“You wouldn’t be alone,” Tyler said, picking up on her doubts. “You’d have a support team and backup, twenty-four seven. And there is training for this. You’d have to hit the ground running – we need to move fast – but you’d have the tools.”
She took a deep breath and flipped through the file some more, thinking. D’Onofrio was the fourth in a likely series. Despite being johns, these men were husbands and fathers and sons. Their lives had been taken – and brutally. The virus, so to speak, was still out there.
She noticed something in the file.
“The killer knows the area,” she said.
“I think so, yeah.”
“These are all happening in a pretty tight radius. Either he’s from here or he’s scouting out the area for kill sites.”
“Agreed.”
An abandoned rail yard. An overgrown parking lot behind a shuttered retailer. The Major Deegan Underpass, where they were now.
She looked out the window. The tow truck winched the Corolla closer along a chain. “And they all drove,” she said. Which was significant, since New York City was a mix of commuters. Some took the train, others the subway or cabs. But some needed their own wheels, for one reason or another.
Tyler said, “Four victims, four cars. All the vehicles have been printed and swept for hair and fiber, DNA, fluids – everything. We’ve got matching hairs, but that’s it. Tons of prints – friends, family – but no one in the system, like Gorgas said. He suspects a sex worker, one who somehow has avoided a rap sheet.”
“Or is very careful,” Shannon said.
“Right.”
“So I’d be going undercover to look for a gloved prostitute.”
Tyler chuckled. Shannon showed him a smile, feeling heavy despite the humor. She hadn’t decided whether to do this or not, yet her mind was galloping ahead, considering strategies, assembling her wardrobe.
“What you’re going to do,” Tyler said after a moment, “is mull it over. No coming to this lightly. Once you’re in, you’re committed. It could take weeks. Months.”
She nodded. And then something else occurred to her. “What about my last couple of cases? I was on TV both times.”
“Yeah, there’s that,” Tyler said. “But people forget. The information cycle is fast and unrelenting, and you were on TV for about two seconds. And this isn’t the same as infiltrating an organized crime structure or terrorist group where there’s a high level of suspicion. Prostitution is inherently ground level and disorganized.”
She bobbed her head some more and glanced at the file in her lap.
“Ames…”
“Sir?” She looked up at his eyes in the mirror.
“I know it’s a lot to ask.”
“I’d want Charlie Bufort and Jenna Reese in my corner. Will Gorgas go for that? Even if they’re not his people?”
“I’m sure he will. Or I’ll make him.”
She gave Tyler another quick smile. It was the end of the briefing. She opened the door and left the car with the file. The white van had driven closer to pick up the body. Gorgas waved it along as it slowly reversed closer.
Cahill was pacing nearby, on her phone. She put it away and walked to Shannon. “That was New York State Department of Transportation. Having a hissy fit that nobody called them.”
When Shannon didn’t respond right away, Cahill followed her line of sight to Agent Gorgas. “They bringing you in on this?”
“Yeah.”
“This is a series. I knew it. The other one who got burned. And then, three months ago, a guy in Hunts Point, he was all beaten up. Same case?”
“Same case.”
“Holee shit.” Cahill watched along with Shannon as the medical examiner team placed Jared D’Onofrio on a gurney. Gorgas met her gaze across the distance.
Cahill said, “A freakin’ serial killer. And a pretty messed-up one, too.” She turned toward Shannon. “So, you taking it on?”
“I am,” Shannon said.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 8:08 A.M
“Where are you from?” The woman asking had hard but pretty features, chin-length hair with serious blonde highlights. There was a small scar under her left eye that looked like it could’ve been made by some direct and to-the-point knife work. She wore tight, black workout clothes – yoga pants and a tank top – that emphasized her taut physique.
“I’m from Queens,” Shannon answered. “Rego Park.”
“Originally?” The woman, Agent Jodi Harrow, an FBI trainer, flipped a page in Shannon’s file.
“Originally I’m from a small town in upstate New York. Very small. Population 354.”
She felt a little nervous. Relax, she told herself. Time to settle in.
Harrow asked, “Like, Putnam County, upstate?”
“No. Like, Canadian border, upstate.”
Harrow looked from the file to Shannon. Her mouth turned down at the corner and she nodded. “That could work. It’s best to use as much real stuff as you can. Less to remember. And it helps with authenticity. So you grew up in the north – big family?”
“Four older brothers.”
“That works, too – gives you an excuse to be tough. I’d say keep that. Use that. Okay, but now we need to embellish. Now you’ve got to have a reason for being on the street. And, to be perfectly blunt – and I think that’s what everyone wants here, no bullshit – you don’t look very street. You look like you stepped out of a J.Crew catalog.”
She caught Agent Bufort smirking from over on the bleachers. They were in a gymnasium within the 80-02 building on Union Turnpike in Kew Gardens, Queens. The FBI occupied the seventh and eighth floors, with a fitness center on the main floor. Charlie Bufort had worked with her on a couple of cases now, and very closely on the last one, in which they’d chased a man all the way across the US. Shannon sneered back at Bufort, and he grinned wider.
Then she sobered. She said to Harrow, “I’ve been thinking about that. About my background. I married a guy who–”
“What’s his name?” Harrow cocked an eyebrow.
“Stephen Lange.”
“Is that a name you’ll remember? Get right every time?”
“In real life, he was my first kiss. But then he ended up dating someone else.”
Harrow stayed serious. “So you marry Lange and he brings you to the big city?”
This was the story they were concocting for her undercover work. Her new backstory. Threaded with truth to make it easier to remember, but fully fleshed out to withstand scrutiny.
“He brings me here, yeah. He’s got a job working in broadcasting as a cameraman. The thing is, my family never really liked him that much. They thought he was pompous.”
While Shannon sat in a chair on the gym floor, Harrow stood, moving around like a boxer before a bout. She narrowed her eyes at Shannon and pointed. “Is that something you’d go for? A cocky guy? A showboat?”
She meant Shannon’s undercover character, her new identity. Did this person like arrogant men? What kind of food did she like? When was she born? What was her favorite pet as a kid? Had any family members died? The more she knew about this new self, the more comfortable in her skin she’d be out on the street.
“He’s not ostentatious,” Shannon said about her invented ex-husband. “He just doesn’t have the same values as my parents. And after my brother John died, my mother and I had some difficulties.”
“Is that last part true? Your brother died?”
“It is.”
“I’m sorry. Okay. So, mom freezes you out, and now you’re looking for someone a little outside the box. Not a good Christian farm boy, but a guy with a bit of an edge.”
Shannon nodded. It was weird talking about herself in this third-person way, blending fact and fiction. She’d spent some time with a therapist recently, after being in an explosion on her first big case. But this was different. More creative. Much scarier.
They kept going through it, with Bufort listening in so he would know it, too. The cover story involved her fictitious husband, Lange, being emotionally and physically abusive. Trying to control her, not letting her out to see friends, cutting her off from her family. And after enduring it for five years, she’d planned her escape. She’d squirreled away enough money from her art supply store job, took a new job, and rented an apartment. Knowing he’d follow her, try to find her, she’d even deactivated all her social media accounts and email.
“I started over,” Shannon told Harrow.
“Not bad,” Harrow said. The adviser then made a few suggestions, ways to improve the story, which worked well. In addition to her limp caused by the explosion, she had small scars on her face. They also helped authenticate everything.
“I left Stephen and was on my own, but struggled to make ends meet,” Shannon said. “My hours got cut in my new job. My few friends were no better off, my family had no money – and there was still bitterness between me and my mother. I was on my own, going under water, when a friend suggested escorting.”
It’s just dating, the fictitious friend had said. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. They’re just lonely. They like your company. They want to be seen with you.
It was true, Shannon’s cover story went, until it wasn’t. Until they did want more than to be seen with you. And with rent overdue and nowhere else to turn, maybe a thousand dollars for some kissing and heavy petting was something she could deal with.
She stopped talking when Bufort rose from the bleachers. Someone was standing outside the glass door to the gym. Bufort opened up and shook her hand.
The newcomer wore low-slung jeans and a black T-shirt with a collar plunging below her cleavage. Her freckled neck and chest sparkled with sterling silver necklaces. She was pretty, with a layer of toughness over her features. Bufort continued to greet her. Their voices drifted over, resonating in the large space, hers soft and husky.
“We’ll pick this back up,” Harrow said.
Shannon thanked her, and Harrow slung her bag over her shoulder and walked out of the gym. Bufort and the woman approached.
Frown lines framed her eyes, and dimples cut deep vertical lines in her cheeks. Pockmarks peppered her cheekbones. Her eyes shone like steel bearings. She held out her hand, fire-engine-red fingernails, copious silver bracelets, and Shannon shook it.
Bufort said, “Special Agent Ames, this is Lucinda Rawls.”
Shannon had been expecting her. Rawls was a former sex worker who now consulted with law enforcement. At thirty-five, she wasn’t much older, but her gaze penetrated everything. The streets aged you, people said.
Rawls looked Shannon up and down. It was hard to read her, but Shannon held out hope Rawls thought it could work.
“The first thing you’re gonna want to do,” Rawls said, in a Southern accent that had never quite dissolved after years in the northeast, “is give yourself a name.”
“I’ve got one,” Shannon said.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 6:44 A.M
Giselle, Shannon thought, and rolled over in bed. Luis Caldoza, her NYPD boyfriend, slept beside her in the windowless room.
The name was French and meant pledge. In reality, her father, who was of German and French descent, had an aunt named Giselle. Shannon had never met her, just seen pictures, but was nevertheless fascinated with her.
I can’t pull this off.
Sure you can. It can work.
Caldoza rolled over. His eyes slowly opened. “Hey.”
“Good morning.”
“You been up long?”
“Not really.”
He touched her face, smoothed a strand of her brown hair back behind her ear. When he looked at her fully, he frowned. “What’s on your mind?”
She stuck out her lips, made a nothing face. “Just work.”
His look lingered. He suspected something. She’d been quiet at dinner last night, going over her story in her head. Repeating back to herself Jodi Harrow’s undercover truisms. Use as much real stuff as you can. Know your story back and front. The details will sell it.
Lucinda Rawls had stuck with her, too. Aside from telling Shannon things like Always leave yourself an out, she hadn’t talked much. It was her presence that lingered. The truth she embodied of a life on the streets. Could Shannon make that seem real?
“All right,” Caldoza said. He kicked off the covers and rolled out of bed.
She sensed his frustration. “Sorry. Lost in thought.”
“I hear ya,” he said, showing her his tattooed back. His muscular buttocks. He walked out of the room. A second later, he shut the bathroom door and ran the shower.
She sighed and ran hands across her face, scraped her hair back. She swung her legs out of the bed and touched the floor. For a moment she sat on the edge of the bed, looking at the painting that hung on her north wall, of a wintry barn. It wasn’t her family’s barn per se, but the artist was from back home, and the barn looked like many in the region.
The windowless bedroom was a feature she’d been sold on by the realtor. People not yet acclimated to the city appreciated a sanctuary. But Shannon came to find her neighborhood in Rego Park to be fairly quiet, anyway. Ambulance and police sirens warbled in the distance, and on some summer weekends the men played an outdoor card game that often lasted until dawn. But she was on the sixth floor, so it wasn’t bad. And she’d grown accustomed to the background din. Come to sort of be comforted by it, almost.
So this was what acclimating felt like.
Hard to know, when she’d been on the move for so long. She’d set her sights on the FBI three years into a career in mental health. After passing the Phase I and Phase II tests with flying colors, she’d received her conditional appointment offer, underwent a background investigation, and was off to Quantico, Virginia, for her twenty-one-week training as a new agent trainee.
The mandatory background check hadn’t turned up much – there was little scandal in her life.
Except for her brother’s death. And maybe her mother’s distance. The tough times growing up on a small farm, parents struggling, four older brothers either working or fighting.
Harrow had said, If you’ve got to stir up some of your own past, then that’s what you’ve got to do. Keep your demons close, just don’t let ’em off the leash…
Maybe it didn’t matter as much as Harrow made it out. Maybe what mattered more were the more practical elements they’d gone over – how to conceal weapons. What to do with guns, knives, and pepper spray when you were dressed for the street. Or how a “date” typically worked – the transaction between prostitute and client. What a “curb crawler” was. There was a lot of jargon, and Rawls had helped her with a lot of that, too.
Shannon rose from the bed and padded into the living room. The morning poured through the windows. The salmon-and-yellow sunrise also revealed the grime around her window edges. When was the last time she’d cleaned this place? Who was going to take care of Jasper?
As if he sensed her angst, Shannon’s one-year-old calico cat leapt up onto the couch beside her. She stroked his fur and scratched the spot where his tail joined his body. He flopped over on his back and held up his paws. She scuffed up his belly as he batted at her hand and took soft nips.
“Let’s get you fed, big guy.”
He followed her into the kitchen, and she added food to his dish. He was always so eager he nearly knocked the food scoop out of her hand as she dumped it into the dish.
She gave him a final pat on the head and walked to the bathroom. The air was steamy from Caldoza’s ongoing shower. She wiped the condensation from the mirror and studied her reflection. Even if Tyler was right and her chances of being recognized from a few seconds on TV was nominal, altering her appearance would help her get into character.
Giselle.
She ran fingers through her hair. Maybe black? She was already a brunette. Brown eyes to go with it. She’d always thought the traits made her ordinary, but perhaps ordinary was good. Maybe looking like anyone from anywhere, just another statistic, was called for.
As she studied herself, the image from the Bronx crime scene rose in her mind. The hooked hands of the victim. The open, howling mouth. A human being who’d endured more pain and suffering than she could imagine. Who did something like that? There was no obvious sexual component. The two cases of blunt force trauma showed nothing of that nature, nor had the crime scenes yielded such evidence. Gorgas had checked the backgrounds of each victim – no gambling, no ties to the mob, no drug histories. Nothing to connect them but soliciting prostitutes. She could see why Gorgas thought it was an Aileen Wuornos type. It made obvious sense.
Shannon got in the shower before Caldoza had finished. Caldoza was a cop with NYPD’s Williamsburg precinct. She’d met him on the case with the explosion. He was rinsing off, but he helped her soap up. The act of it aroused him. He picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around his hips. They took it slow, letting the water bead down, one long kiss, one steady motion. She felt the movement of his muscles, the tautening of his arms as he held her against the wall, the flexion in his back as they climaxed together.
Afterwards, they took turns under the water. Then he pulled back the curtain. “Sorry to hurry,” he said as he stepped out and grabbed a towel. “I’m getting Rafe this morning. Usually it’s his weekend with his mom, but she’s going out of town, so I get him an extra one.”
“Great,” Shannon said. She shut off the water, and he handed her a towel. “Thanks.” She watched him dress as she dried off. “Can I join you?”
His gaze was probing. “Yeah, sure. That’s a surprise.”
“Why?”
“You just, you know, the stuff on your mind. Work. I thought maybe you had too much on your plate.”
“I’ve got some time,” she said. “I want to be with you guys.”
“All right.” He smiled and playfully snapped his towel at her. “Then let’s get moving, Agent Ames!”
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 7:38 A.M
Shannon piled into Caldoza’s sixth-generation Mustang, a rugged sports car with a growling engine. Painted black, with silver hot rod rims. They took the 495 to the 278 to Fort Greene, where Rafe lived with his mother, Caldoza’s ex. The meetup time was eight a.m., and they were five minutes late. The ex was standing out on the sidewalk, arms crossed, as Rafe climbed up and down the stoop. Caldoza said, “Oh boy,” like he sensed something in the offing. Then, to Shannon, “You want to just wait here?”
She hesitated only a second. “I’d rather say hi.”
Moments later, Rafe leapt into Caldoza’s arms. His mother had dressed him in brown overalls and a blue T-shirt. The kid had marvelous dark eyes and hair so black it was almost blue – a tiny version of his dad. Caldoza’s ex watched the two of them with an air of disapproval. She didn’t acknowledge Shannon, who had quietly stepped out of the car and up onto the curb.
Caldoza glanced over. “Felicia, this is Shannon Ames.”
Felicia kept her arms folded over her white tee, her lower back arched, butt sticking out. She turned her head, just a little. “Hey.”
“Hi,” Shannon said. There was no sense of an impending handshake. Crime scenes were friendlier.
“I packed extra clothes for him, okay? Don’t let him stay in the same outfit all weekend, Luis. And make sure he brushes his teeth and washes his hands. Last time he came home filthy.”
Caldoza tossed Rafe up into the air, caught him. The boy cackled. “Okay,” Caldoza said to Felicia. “You got it.” To Rafe: “Mommy’s got it, right? What Mommy say, we do.”
Felicia rolled her eyes. She gave the boy a kiss. “Mommy loves you.” Then she turned and headed up the stoop. Shannon clocked the shoes: Espadrilles that were a good five inches thick. “Nice to meet you,” Shannon said.
Felicia waved a quick hand as she went inside. The glass-framed door shut with a bang.
“Well,” Caldoza said. Then, to Rafe, “Do you remember Shannon?”
The boy nodded. He wasn’t shy. He took her hand and they went to the car. “Daddy’s race car,” he said.
“Yeah.” Caldoza laughed. “Daddy’s race car. Where do we want to get breakfast?”
    
AN HOUR later they were finishing their pancakes at Caldoza’s favorite diner in Williamsburg. Shannon tried to focus on the here and now, goofing around with Rafe, chatting with Caldoza about everyday things, and it worked for a while, and then the news came on the TV hanging in the corner.
“Still no suspects in what many people are now calling ‘the Working Girl Killer.’ Amina Esperanza is at the scene in the South Bronx.”
The show cut to a leggy Latina woman walking slowly along a row of parked cars. Shannon recognized the graffiti under the bridge, the circling on-ramps and off-ramps. “This is the Harlem River Lot,” Esperanza said, “at times of the year, full of Yankees fans or patrons of the Circo Hermanos Vazquez. But just two nights ago, this was the scene of a gruesome crime.”
Esperanza stopped her slow, dramatic walk, and the camera panned to a dark spot on the pavement. The charred misshapen circle where D’Onofrio had burned. An archaic phrase emerged from Shannon’s thoughts: charnel ground.
The show cut to Detective Cahill standing at a podium. A chyron displayed: NYPD Press Briefing Recorded Yesterday. Cahill said, “We have definitive forensic evidence identifying the victim and the manner of death. The family has asked that the victim’s name be kept out of the media, due to the nature of the crime. His body was badly burned – incinerated – about twenty yards from his vehicle. We’re asking at this time that–”
“Rafe,” Caldoza said, “get your fingers out of the syrup.”
Shannon switched her attention, helped Rafe clean his fingers with the small Wet-Naps provided. But she found it hard not to keep watching.
“As we proceed forward with this investigation, we are being assisted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” Cahill said.
Caldoza looked at Shannon. “You’ve heard about this, I guess?”
She delayed a response. Rafe had taken the Wet-Nap from her and continued to scrub his own fingers. They were in a diner filled with mostly older people and millennials on laptops, but she nevertheless glanced around before she finally answered quietly, “I’m working it.”
“You’re working it? Why? It’s in the Bronx.”
She didn’t respond. Or, maybe she did, by glancing at Rafe, then back at Caldoza, as if to say, Maybe not in front of him.
    
“I THINK it’s a bad idea, Caldoza said.
They drove back to Rego Park. Rafe wore his Bluetooth headphones and watched a show on his tablet.
“I’ve got agents who will be with me,” Shannon said. “One right on the street. One back at the office. I’ll be on a wire.”
“What are you gonna…? I mean, when you go undercover, you give it all up. You don’t carry your badge, nothing.”
“I will. I’ll keep it in my purse.”
“And when someone looks through it? Then you…” Caldoza shook his head. He couldn’t finish.
“I’ll be all right. Trust me.”
He remained silent, just driving, emotions hidden behind his reflective pilot’s sunglasses. “How long?”
“It could be quick. There’s physical evidence from the cars left behind. Just need someone to say something. And no one will talk to FBI or NYPD. We just need a lead, a name, and it could be over.”
He continued to shake his head subtly, in disbelief. His jaw twitched. “Who knows? Nobody, right? They don’t want word to spread.”
“Right. NYPD is still canvassing, following their own investigation. Brad Gorgas is the lead agent for the bureau. He knows, and my unit. Other than that, nobody. Just you.”
Caldoza glanced at her, but made no reply. It was a quiet drive the rest of the way, the silence broken only by Rafe’s cherubic laughter as he reacted to moments in his TV show.
Back at her building, Shannon carefully removed the boy’s headphones and kissed his forehead. She told him to take care of his daddy.
The worry lines in Caldoza’s forehead were deep. Even the kiss didn’t smooth them over.
“I’m tough,” she said to him.
“I know.”
“I am FBI trained.”
He stared into her eyes. “The street is a transactional place. Where you’re going, people get what they need. There’s no social pressure to be nice. No social contract to do the right thing.”
In her own way, Lucinda Rawls had described it similarly.
Caldoza reached down and pulled something off his ankle. He handed it to her. A small gun in an ankle holster. Palm sized.
“It’s a Remington Micro. Six rounds. Seven if you put one in the chamber and slap in a fully loaded magazine.”
“Luis…”
“Take it.” He stretched it toward her.
“I’m going to be in high heels.”
“I don’t care. You won’t always be.”
Seeing he wasn’t going to take no for an answer, she took the gun and holster. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
There was nothing more to say. She leaned across the seat and gave Caldoza one last kiss. She touched Rafe’s nose and smiled at him, then hurried into her building.
She started tonight.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 5:44 P.M
Ray Turgenev was missing an earlobe, and had been since his older brother, Eddie, had shot it with a BB gun. The tiny BB had lodged in his earlobe, and he’d left it there, not wanting to alarm his parents, until eventually both the BB and the infected earlobe had to be removed.
Good times, the ’80s.
Back then, you could still go over to Coney Island and play the shoot-the-ducks game with real metal BBs. The ducks, too, were metal, and they came revolving around on their little track. When you finally nailed one with the gun, the sound of metal on metal was very satisfying. A loud twang that meant you were nearing the grand prize.
Anyway.
Ray had always wanted the inflatable dinosaur; Eddie always went for the nine-inch battery-operated megaphone. Neither cared for the giant teddy bear. Neither ever won the prize he coveted.
They were kids from a working-class family and so largely unsupervised. Their Ukrainian parents had named them Edward and Raymond instead of Anton and Nikolai because, while they respected their heritage, they’d come to America to start over. The irony was lost on them that they’d moved to Brighton Beach – where, out of the half-million Russians and Ukrainians living in the city at that time, “Little Odessa” contained most of them.
Eddie was two years older. He had been thirteen and Ray eleven when he turned the BB gun on his little brother and pulled the trigger. There’d been meanness in his eyes – he’d meant to scare Ray, because Ray had ruined his chances at the megaphone, he’d said, by talking too much.
I talk too much. It was something Ray had carried with him the rest of his life. Even though he hardly said anything at all. He would just stand there, running his finger along the helix of his outer ear, down to where the lobule that once was, wasn’t.
Like he was now, standing inside the door of the hospital room, watching as his wife slept in her hospital bed. Watching the soft rise and fall of her bird-boned chest. The way her fingers looked like knobby sticks. The red marks along her forearm.
Ray held a bag of groceries in his free hand. He set them down on the small table in the corner and approached his wife. Her head was turned slightly, her eyes concealed. She wasn’t sleeping after all; when he walked around the bed, he saw her eyes were open. She was gazing out the window – mostly a view of another hospital wing, but showing a few of the trees in Pelham Bay Park and a blue wedge of the Long Island Sound beyond.
Ray squinted into the distance. He’d stood here before, looking out. His wife had been in this room for several weeks. Their first day here, he’d moved close to the window and touched the glass. “You can almost see City Island,” he’d said. “That’s nice, right?”
Now he only looked and then sighed and faced his wife. He sat in the chair beside her, putting them at eye level. The rash on her face, spreading across her nose and under her eyes, resembled a butterfly’s wings.
“Yelena,” he said.
She blinked, but barely, and otherwise made no response.
“Yelena, I brought you your favorites.”
Still nothing.
“You want me to get them?”
She looked past him. Through him.
He stood and went to the table and started removing the items from the paper bag: three tabloids – the Sun, the News, and the Enquirer – and some treats: black licorice, corn chips, beef jerky, and gum for afterward. Yelena was on a special diet, but she didn’t eat much, anyway. When she’d first arrived here, she liked the snacks he brought. She’d even forgiven him, it seemed, for a time. And together they’d laughed at the tabloid gossip and sucked on the licorice. They felt that things were going to be all right.
But then it changed. Things got worse. They called it disseminated lupus erythematosus. But what Yelena really had was a kind of despair that’d seemed to invade her pores like a toxin. To take the happy, vivacious woman she’d once been, and desiccate her.
Ray kept going to the store anyway. He kept buying the snacks, the magazines, trying to cheer her up. Yelena seemed to have rescinded her forgiveness. She continued to blame him for her illness. As if, somehow, relocating them from Brooklyn to the Bronx had triggered it.
And who knew? Maybe it had.
They said lupus was a wily disease that took many shapes.
Which sounded an awful lot to Ray Turgenev like the devil.
He leaned back in the chair and turned away from her. He spent many nights awake, running over it and over it in his mind: his ambition. Moving them between boroughs, taking Yelena away from her sister and mother and father. She still saw her family, but it wasn’t the same. New York was a place of micro-neighborhoods. In one square mile, you might have a dozen different communities. All tightly knit, with culture and language, and they barely mixed. The only people who seemed to spread out through the city and fit in wherever they went were the African Americans. Or the whites. But everywhere the whites went, rents ticked up and flushed out everybody else.
Not that Ray was a class warrior. Or a sociologist. He was a businessman. A husband. He’d wanted to be a father – but that had troubled their marriage, too. Ray had a low sperm count. Yelena had some issue with her eggs. It was like they were cursed.
“Well,” Ray said, “I feel like a little snack.” He unwrapped the jerky – or tried, it was nearly impossible to free the meat stick from its plastic sheathing. He struggled and slipped a few times and then cursed under his breath.
Yelena looked at him. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to get this open.”
“I don’t want it.”
He finally freed the snack and offered it to her anyway.
“I said no, Ray.”
He sat down and took a bite and chewed as quietly as possible. The door opened a few minutes later, and two female nurses came in. They had lots of energy and spoke in loud voices, as if Yelena were hard of hearing.
“Hi there, Yelena. How are we doing today?”
“Tired.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. But it’s time for your daily ablutions.” The nurse smiled wide. “Maybe that will perk you up.” The nurse didn’t acknowledge Ray. They barely did, not anymore. At first, one of the nurses called him “Mr. T” in a playful way – like the actor on the old show A-Team. But that nurse had either been fired or transferred. Most of the time, Ray was invisible.
The second nurse had a cart with all of the necessaries to give Yelena a sponge bath and treat her rash. The rash had been the first thing. Two years ago. A reddening around her nose and eyes. Chronic fatigue came after that, followed by sudden, inexplicable fevers. Nine out of ten sufferers of lupus were women. “A ‘woman’s disease,’” Yelena had scoffed when first diagnosed the previous summer. She said it was more like a disease of despair. Of loneliness. Separation from loved ones.
With the nurses in the room, Ray had stood and moved to the table. He put the rest of the jerky away. He wondered if they saw that he’d bought his wife her favorite magazines and snacks. But the nurse with the cart merely asked, “Are you going to stay, sir?”
Yelena answered for him. “No. He’s going.”
The nurse looked away, as if ashamed for him. She and the other nurse started to roll down the bedding. Ray watched for a moment, remembering Yelena how she used to be. Her full figure. The sheer volume of her curly black hair. How she used to dance – not exactly on the beat, but with moves that nevertheless drove him crazy. Her body moving, fingers snapping in that slightly arrhythmic way, tossing all that hair around, laughing. The joy she got from dancing to Tina Turner or the Pointer Sisters. The way she used to fall into bed with him, her full lips on him.
“I’ll just leave this here, Yelena.” Ray rolled up the paper bag with the snacks inside, but splayed out the tabloid magazines like something you’d see in a waiting room.
“I love you,” he said. He wasn’t sure if she heard him.
One nurse flicked him a look and smiled. Then she drew the curtain around the bed.
Ray went to the door and opened it and stepped out into the hallway. He smiled as a woman walked past, pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair. Ray started for the elevator. Nurses chattered on the phone at the nurses’ station. An orderly came down the hallway, pushing a cart with a squeaky wheel. Ray kept going past the elevators, feeling something well up from his insides. Like he was expanding. Like the dinosaur he’d never won was inside him, inflating.
He reached for his missing earlobe as he pushed into the stairwell.
Had he cried when Eddie shot him? No. Ray wasn’t much of a crier. But alone in the stairwell, the tears were sudden and stinging. A breath burst from him in a kind of wrenched sob. He covered his mouth with one hand and leaned against the wall, and it all just came gushing out.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 9:18 P.M
The cab pulled up in front of the five-story redbrick building, and Shannon got out. 1096 Franklin Ave in Morrisania. The Bronx. Her new home, her new neighborhood.
Bars protected the ground-floor windows. Window blinds concealed nearly every apartment. Latin pop music played from a radio somewhere nearby, maybe across the street. A wrench clanked to the ground inside a mechanic’s garage. Flanking the garage was an insurance broker and a rim shop, the latter apparently closed, the corrugated metal shield drawn down and locked, covered in colorful graffiti. The street air smelled tangy, like something sweet being cooked over an open flame. A good smell.
The cabbie popped the trunk and yanked free her two large bags and set them on the curb. Shannon paid him and he left.
She humped the bags to the front door. Using her new key to get into the foyer, she paused to see her name freshly scrawled in Sharpie marker on the buzzer panel. G. Ford.
Giselle Ford. Her new identity. Until…
However long it took.
Lucinda Rawls had explained about sex workers taking pseudonyms. It was simple, a way to distance themselves from the work. But they also might have people to protect. Or people they were hiding from. For Shannon’s story, Giselle Ford was the latter. An alias within an alias. A name chosen to help her hide from an abusive, controlling ex-husband, Stephen Lange.
After pushing into the foyer and dragging her first suitcase through the door, Shannon went back for the second one. The interior door was also locked. She could see through to the lobby, a small space with stairs going up to the left. A door straight back led to both a boiler room and the laundry.
The FBI had scouted the spot, but it had been Shannon’s job to contact the building superintendent, He’d shown her the apartment that afternoon, and she’d signed papers plus handed over her deposit and first month’s rent in exchange for a key. Easy-peasy. No board review required.
No elevator, either. She humped the suitcases up to the third floor and used the key to enter the apartment. The movers had already been here. One truck, loaded with a few things pulled out of an FBI warehouse – seized property that included a low-slung leather couch, a flat-screen TV with a scratch across the surface, a few lamps and tables. Only the mattress was new, flat on the bedroom floor, no frame or box spring. A wooden crate for an end table. In a way, it felt like college again.
Except for the small safe in the closet. A place to store things she didn’t want anyone finding. She opened one of the bags and piled clothes around it, concealing it.
She left the bedroom for the kitchen, which was really one-third of the living room separated by a bar countertop. A box on the kitchen floor contained all of her cutlery. A used microwave sat beside it, unplugged. She started setting things up, putting dishes in the cabinets.
The tinge of cheap cleaning chemicals in the air didn’t quite mask the underlying odors – a musty kind of old-wood reek mixed with nicotine that had sunk into the walls. Food odors lingered in the dingy drapes.
As requested, the movers had dropped the good stuff in the bathroom – professional-grade cleaning products. The high-end stuff. The don’t-get-it-in-your-eyes stuff. Shannon scrubbed the kitchen, sweating from the exertion and humidity and heat in the apartment, and went to town on the bathroom, too. She saw her first cockroach scuttle away when she opened the cabinet beneath the sink. It disappeared down the hole cut for the plumbing.
Good. Go bother someone else.
Finished, she showered. The water did little more than spit on her head. She dressed in some of her new clothes, most of it acquired from thrift stores, thanks to Agent Reese, who’d done a little shopping. Most of the garments looked scrounged up at curb sales. Shannon held up a T-shirt, faded and ripped, that read Throat Punch Donor and had a picture of a bloodied fist. Another one, white letters on black fabric, read Thou Shalt Not Try Me – mood 24:7.
A little on the nose, Shannon thought. But not bad.
Anyway, those were leisure clothes. For her working-girl ensemble, she wore a black leather top that squeezed her breasts into a display of considerable cleavage. Tight blue jeans. A pair of platform shoes inspired by Caldoza’s ex. According to Lucinda Rawls, different looks attracted different johns. Which made sense. But trying a variety of approaches wasn’t a luxury Shannon had, so this was what they’d come up with: feminine, sexy, but street tough.
She checked herself in the mirror. If the chopped, dyed-black hair was too much, or if she’d overdone it with the dark eyeshadow, it was too late now. She was committed. Giselle Ford was coming to life in front of her.
And what did Giselle Ford want? She wanted to survive. She needed money. At night, she’d be as provocative as necessary. Which, according to Lucinda Rawls, meant being in the right place at the right time.
Location, location.
That was why Morrisania, Shannon’s new neighborhood, split the difference between Highbridge, where Jared D’Onofrio had been incinerated, and Hunts Point, where a man named Dennis Olivier had succumbed to multiple blunt force traumas.
The other two victims had been even closer. Josea Reyes had been beaten to death in an alley just ten blocks away. Lawrence Olmos had been found in Melrose, which bordered Morrisania to the south.
All together: a plumber, a schoolteacher, a general contractor getting workman’s comp, and a retail store manager. Four men either torched or bludgeoned to death. Each of the men had been seen – license plates on traffic cams or GPS locators – in a hotspot for sex work. At the very least, they’d had no other reasonable business for being spotted where and when they had in the hours before their murders.
She was close to it all. In the heart of it all.
It terrified her.
Stop that.
But it did. No point in pretending otherwise. Tyler thought she was good with people – okay, maybe. In a controlled setting. With a badge and a gun on her hip, maybe she was good with people.
You’re selling yourself short.
The nerves were real, regardless.
Use it. Harrow’s voice. Harrow’s voice and Lucinda Rawls’s weathered face. Had Rawls ever been scared? Of course. Had she shown it? Maybe. To her detriment.
You couldn’t show fear. Or bravado. The former would bring trouble, and the latter would give her away. Even if Giselle Ford had real reasons to be scared, she’d have learned to hide it. Or be numb to it.
Shannon stared into her own eyes. The whites going pink in the heat and stress. She needed to eat. Maybe something sweet and barbequey, too. Like whatever had been cooking outside…
    
MUSIC THUMPED from behind a closed door farther down the hallway. Bright laughter preceded the door opening, two women practically falling out. They laughed harder at their clumsiness. “Lana,” one shouted back into the apartment. “Come on.”
She looked at Shannon. Just a second longer than a glance, like she knew the apartment had been rented and this was the new tenant. Shannon started down the stairs, listening to the women as they made their way down behind her. One laughed again, loud, but then there were whispering voices.
Talking about her.
Outside, the air had cooled a little, but the concrete and asphalt radiated the late summer heat back into the starry night. Shannon paused to fix her shoe, waiting to see who came out of the building. Three women emerged a moment later. An African American, a Latina, and a young Caucasian who couldn’t have been a day over sixteen. She met Shannon’s gaze, and then they all started up the street.
Shannon went the other way, down to the crux of Franklin and Third Avenue. She hunted for the good barbeque smell, but it had faded. No restaurants were in sight. She turned down East 165th and walked until she connected with Washington Ave. She kept her eyes moving. This was a new neighborhood for Giselle, so she needed to take her time. However, Giselle had information. Since she’d started as an escort, then turned to street work, she’d built her knowledge base. She knew the spots to turn tricks. In Morrisania, the hotspot was the next block after Washington, where five streets intersected beside a massive Public Storage facility.
The kill sites were spread out, but the neighborhood where the johns had theoretically picked up a sex worker – this was it.
    
165TH. Webster. Brook. Melrose. Park. Five streets intersecting in a jumble of paved angles, concrete buildings, traffic lights.
After settling for fast food a couple of blocks south, Shannon was back. She spotted two women huddled together in front of a music shop on Webster. One taller, one shorter. The taller wore red fishnet stockings and a leather top, the shorter wore a jean skirt that barely reached her upper thighs, a jean jacket to match. The music store was closed and gated. The women seemed fixed on a phone, pointing and laughing at it.
Shannon lit a cigarette to complete her image. Smoking was never really her thing, but there had been a time. A wild streak that had lasted just a couple of years. It had ended abruptly when her oldest brother died.
This is crazy.
What am I supposed to do?
Lucinda Rawls: You don’t have to do much, honey. Everybody knows how it goes. It’s like a movie you’re in, and everybody has their roles. The way you look, you’ll be picked up quick. But you’re going to have suspicion on you. You can’t fake it until you make it.
Comforting.
Shannon walked halfway up the block, up Melrose Ave, going slow. When she glanced back at Webster, the two women were no longer looking at the phone. They were watching her.
A car slowed. A white sedan, dirty, its fan belt whistling.
Shannon’s heart started beating harder.
She stopped walking. She cocked her hips at a slight angle, pushed her purse around behind her.
The passenger window came down. A man was alone, leaning toward her. Overweight, balding, some mixture of racial and ethnic characteristics. “Hey,” he said, “I’m kinda lost.”
“Maybe I can help you,” she said. Her voice was steady. She moved toward the car.
“Great. Ah, you want to get in and show me?”
“I can do that.”
Shannon pitched away the cigarette and opened the door. He had the radio on, low. Just some soft talking, like NPR. His expression was slack as she sat in the seat. Sweat glistened on his brow and temples. She pulled the door closed.
“So where should we go?” he asked.
She pointed. Her heart was knocking so hard against her ribs she was afraid he might see it. “I’ve got a place right up here. I’ll give you directions.”
He pulled out from the curb and drove them away.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 11:49 P.M
“Pull over right here,” Shannon said.
She’d studied the area. The Public Storage facility took up half the block. On the other end was a vacant lot. No one around, only two cars, looking more abandoned than parked. Just right.
The john steered over to the curb as instructed. He stopped but left the engine running. The fan belt kept creaking.
“Turn it off,” she said.
“It might not get running again. She’s old. I’ve had her for six years.” He seemed nervous. He looked at Shannon, then, eyes going up and down, taking her in. He licked a sweaty lip. “Aren’t you supposed to ask me what I want?”
She checked the street, then faced him. In her best sultry voice, she said, “Hang on. I want to show you something.”
He reached out and grabbed her thigh. She pushed his hand away. “Hang on, I said.” She unzipped her purse. A second later, her FBI credentials were in his face. A flat black billfold, picture ID on one side, badge on the other.
His mouth opened; his eyes flicked back and forth from her to the ID.
“Ah, shit, man. Come on…” He looked around, as if expecting other agents or cops to swoop in.
“It’s okay. I’m not busting you.”
He got a hard look in his eye. “I haven’t even done anything. Right? I didn’t even give you any money.”
“But I can have you arrested if you don’t cooperate.” She pointed out the back windshield. “See that car back there?”
He did. Another vehicle had joined them on the street, at the far end. The driver’s shape was just visible behind the wheel.
“He’s with me,” Shannon said. And she pulled her low-cut top aside enough to reveal the wireless microphone taped to her chest. “And he can hear everything we’re saying.”
On cue, the car behind them flashed its lights.
“What’s your name?”
The man sagged against the wheel, head down. “Ah, man. Ah, man… my name is Freddie. Freddie Benton.”
“Can I see some ID, Freddie Benton?”
He avoided her eyes as he reached into his back pocket. His wallet out, he showed her his driver’s license in the plastic window. Frederick Joaquin Benton. From Pennyfield Avenue in Throgs Neck.
“You’re a ways from home.”
“It’s not that far.”
She handed him back his wallet. “Why come all the way up here?”
He stuck his wallet in his back pocket and made a face. “Listen, what do you need my cooperation with? I mean, if you’re not gonna bust me–”
Shannon’s eyes flicked to the mirror, to the car a ways back. Bufort was there, listening.
She said, “I’m not trying to give you a hard time. I’m sorry if this scares you. But right now you’re a witness in a federal investigation. We’re investigating the Working Girl Killer.”
His eyes shined in the semidarkness. “I don’t know anything about it.”
“But you’ve heard about it.”
“I guess. A little.”
“I asked you why you came this far from your home. There are sex workers all over the city. Plenty down by you.”
He stared a moment, then ran hands through his curly hair. “You ever heard of the cat philosophy? Cats don’t sleep where they eat, or eat where they shit. Okay?”
Crude, but she understood. “Is there someone you see regularly?”
“It’s not like I do this all the time.”
“When was the last time?”
He glared some more, then shook his head and rubbed his face. Frustrated, but still nervous. “A couple of months ago. Something like that.”
“Have you heard anything?”
“About the Working Girl Killer? From who?”
“Anyone.”
“I read about some new victim in the paper two days ago.”
“It doesn’t worry you?”
His eyebrows went up. “That I’m gonna be one of these guys gets burned alive?”
“Or beaten to death.”
“I’ll take the odds. It’s a big city.” His mouth tugged up in a grin. “And, come on. A chick tries anything with me? I don’t think so.”
“I need you to be honest – when was the last time you were here? Where you picked me up?”
The grin faded and he blew out a breath. “I was here about three weeks ago. Okay?”
“How many times in the past six months?”
“I dunno. A few.”
“This same area?”
“Yeah. Yeah, this same area.”
“Different sex workers each time?”
“Why do you call them that? Yeah, I like to change it up. You doing research or something?”
“I am. Believe it or not, there’s not a lot of good data on this business.”
The car was still running, the fan belt squeaking. Shannon asked him more questions. Then some of the same questions again. His story settled on coming here about once a month, when the urge struck him, when he could afford it. He’d been with a different prostitute each time, and he described them all to her in vivid detail. Benton liked his women.
When the interview was over, she looked him in the eyes. “This stays with us. It’s a federal investigation, and you can’t say a word to anyone about it, or about me. You’re going to drive me back to the spot you picked me up. Drop me back off, and go home. Our friend behind us is going to follow you, make sure you do just that. Okay? Do you understand?”
He sighed. “Yes.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your cooperation.”
    
WHEN SHE SHUT the door to the white car and Freddie Benton drove away minutes later, Shannon couldn’t deny the feeling: exhilaration.
She’d done it.
She felt a little bad for Benton. And while she hadn’t exactly gained critical information, she’d gotten over the hump. Bufort following Benton all the way home was a bluff – he would go a couple of blocks and circle back so she could keep working. Benton could use his phone if he wanted to share what had just happened. But who would he tell? His wife? His priest? Friends at work? It was a risk, but a very small one. And, as Benton had put it – he lived by the “cat philosophy.” His life stayed compartmentalized.
The next john pulled up ten minutes later. Shannon checked her phone as the vehicle idled at the curb. Bufort’s text had just come in: I see him.
Shannon went through it. She led the john to the same spot, asked him mostly the same questions. And she did it again a half an hour later. Then two more times before two a.m., when things started to slow down. NYPD drove through only once. She acted casual, checking her phone, walking the sidewalk with purpose, like she had a destination.
Five witnesses in one night. A good start. Two of them said the same as Freddie Benton – they picked up whatever girl looked available. One said he had a favorite, but she wasn’t out, so he’d made do with Shannon. The last guy claimed that tonight had been his first-ever solicitation, and he’d stuck to that story.
They came in all shapes and sizes. Older, younger. Desperately nervous, smugly self-assured. Naïve or experienced. Nice enough, or just plain assholes.
She was wiped out as the clock neared three. Mostly from the adrenaline.
With Bufort tailing the last guy, Shannon was walking home.
She crossed Washington and headed back along East 165th. Traffic was dead, no one out. She was halfway between blocks when she heard the footsteps behind her.
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“Hey, Whitey.”
Shannon kept going. There were two different footfall pitches. The reflection off a parked car showed two figures. Familiar, like the sex workers she’d seen at the start of the night. One in red fishnets. The shorter one dressed all in denim like it was 1988.
“Whitey – I’m talkin’ to you. Hold up, girl.” It was the taller one talking.
Shannon stepped off the curb onto Third Ave. The sign said Don’t Walk, but the roadway was empty of traffic. She reached Franklin and started up the street toward her building.
“Whatchoo doin’ out here?”
Shannon kept up the pace. It wasn’t worth it to stop and confront them; she was almost to her building anyway.
“Hey! I’m talkin’ to you.”
Something struck the ground beside Shannon and pinged off a parked car. Someone had just thrown a rock. She finally turned around. The taller one pointed a long-nailed finger. “Do I know you? Where you come from?” She looked like she could take off a person’s head and not break a sweat.
Shannon held her ground. “I just moved here.”
“Oh yeah? That a fact? So what, you think you can just park your ass wherever you want? What circuit you from, bitch?”
She was asking Shannon if she’d been trafficked to the region.
“I’m from here,” Shannon said. “That’s all you need to know.”
“Don’t you walk away from me.” The sex worker caught up quick. “Who’s running you?”
“Nobody.”
The sex worker smiled, showing bright white teeth, at least one gold cap. “Oh. So you a loose bitch.”
“I’m not loose. I’m on my own.”
Agent Harrow and Lucinda Rawls had dispelled some sex-work myths. While most people thought every prostitute had a pimp, it was only true of about half. This woman with the red fishnets and gold-capped tooth, though – she talked like she had one. And she was accusing Shannon of being unaffiliated.
The sex worker got closer, close enough for Shannon to feel light flecks of spittle and smell the liquor on her breath. “Well, you fuckin’ with my quota.” She held out her palm. “And you was on my track all night. Time to pay me everything I lost.”
The shorter woman in denim moved in. She seemed just as fierce and capable.
Shannon was carrying cash. Partly to make it look like she was making money from the work. She could just pay up and walk away, but allowing herself to get rolled like this would only encourage more of the same. And the FBI wasn’t in the business of subsidizing street work, even as part of the investigation. She kept her purse zipped and set her feet. “I can’t give you what I got. I need everything I have. So leave me alone.”
The taller hooker with the gold tooth lunged for Shannon. She went for Shannon’s hair, hoping for a headlock. Shannon ducked it and struck her in the gut.
The woman shrieked with anger and came for Shannon harder. At the same time, the one in denim circled around and grabbed Shannon from behind. Shannon threw her head back, but just missed bashing the hooker in the nose.
The taller woman got a fistful of Shannon’s hair and yanked. She was about to tear into Shannon’s throat with those long nails when someone said, “Charise! What are you doing?”
The two women froze. The taller one shouted up the street, “The fuck you want, Lana?”
Shannon could barely see what was going on; her face was turned up toward the night sky. While the shorter hooker in denim kept her bear hug, the taller one in the fishnet stockings still had Shannon by the hair. Shannon was holding on, trying to keep it from being yanked out.
“That’s my neighbor,” Lana said.
“I don’t give a shit. She owe me. I’m gonna–”
Shannon quickly stepped to the side and brought her foot around behind the shorter woman, then leaned back. The woman lost her balance and fell on her butt. The taller one let go of Shannon’s hair. Now she made a grab for Shannon’s purse, but Shannon evaded her and stepped away.
“Come on, Charise,” Lana said. She’d walked over. Farther up the street were the women from earlier, plus two more.
“Come on what?” Charise asked. But she started smoothing out her stockings and fixing her hair as if she considered the tussle to be over. She glared at Lana. “You just as bad. Turning my track into a kiddie stroll.”
“Ah, it’s not like that,” Lana said.
“You little junkie bitch,” Charise said, but it lacked bite.
A car turned up the street, coming fast enough to squawk tires. Shannon recognized Bufort in the Impala. He slowed as he neared, and tried to get a look at things without being conspicuous. Shannon stared at the car as it passed like he was just some interloper. If she was in distress, there were signs she could give to tip him off. Drop her pack of cigarettes. Take a knee and fix her shoe. But she merely watched impassively as he moved along. She knew he’d take the next corner and park out of sight.
After the car had passed, Lana made introductions. “That’s Charise, and that’s Bitsy. Charise and Bitsy, this is G. Ford.”
Lana must’ve read the name on the apartment list. “It’s Giselle,” Shannon clarified.
“Fuck you,” Charise said. She looked up the street at the four women hanging back, perhaps calculating the risk versus reward of further antagonism. She made her decision, then started walking in the other direction. She turned back, once, to point at Shannon. “I see you on my track again, you turn-out ho, and I’m not going to be so nice.”
Shannon watched as Charise and Bitsy reached the end of Franklin Ave and rounded the corner, out of sight.
    
LANA WAS EXCEEDINGLY YOUNG. Too young for this. School-aged. Her eyes buzzed a dark blue in the ambient light, her natural blonde hair golden-fringed. “Don’t worry about Charise. She’s mostly talk. You want to come up for a drink?”
Shannon accepted. In truth, the encounter had rattled her a bit more than she’d first thought. She’d never been in a fight with a woman. During training, sure, plenty. But in the field, never once. Lana said Charise was all talk, but Shannon thought the woman was deadly. Someone definitely to check out. Maybe this thing would go quicker than anyone had anticipated. Even Tyler, who’d been clearly lying when he’d said he expected a fast resolution.
The girls drank Mad Dog, a cheap flavored wine, and Budweiser forty-ounce bottles. They chatted and drank and smoked and played low music. Shannon met everyone – Lana had two roommates, and the other two were sisters. Friends. No one looked a day over nineteen, Lana the youngest of all. The apartment was little more than a crash pad. Secondhand furniture, beanbag chairs, the flatscreen had a crack in it and a jagged blue stripe that flickered while some E! Network program showed women in heavy makeup sunbathing on a yacht. After one beer, Shannon thanked Lana and tried to duck out.
“Hey,” Lana said in the doorway, “it was nice to meet you.”
“You too.” Shannon headed across the hall and entered her apartment. She felt too tired to pee, but she did it anyway. Brushing teeth could wait until the morning.
Just a few minutes after her head hit the pillow, her phone buzzed. All clear?
She rolled over and sighed and texted Bufort back: Come on up.
    
HE ENTERED SOON AFTER, his tall frame making the apartment seem even smaller. Shannon noted some kind of crumbs – Fritos, maybe – clinging to his shirt. His surfer-blond hair complimented his own undercover ensemble – jeans and a New York Knicks hoodie.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I figured we were good for the night.”
“No, we were. It’s all right.”
“I was working this up,” he said.
Bufort opened his laptop, and together they went through the men she’d encountered so far. “And I just got this, too.” He hit a key that brought up files on “Charise,” whose real name was Imani Lincoln, and “Bitsy,” whose name was Carla Amezquita. He’d have Agent Reese do some digging to see what else he could find on them, who their pimp or pimps might be. And he’d dig into Lana and her cohort.
“Big first night,” he said afterward. He cracked Shannon’s fridge and bent down and took out the milk. He opened it as if to drink from the carton, then looked in her cabinets and pulled down a plastic cup. He turned the cup around, which featured Winnie the Pooh and Rabbit and Tigger.
“Tee, double G, grr,” Bufort said, then poured in the milk.
It was the last thing Shannon heard before passing out on the couch.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 10:33 P.M
The weekend over, Shannon changed up the scenery a bit and moved farther south, down Third Avenue.
The Bronx, which was northeast of Manhattan, separated by Harlem River, didn’t have the same dazzling skyscrapers. Its buildings were short and squat, five and six stories, tops. The main tourist attractions were Yankee Stadium, the Bronx Zoo, and the New York Botanical Garden. Plenty of people were moving through at any given minute, mostly in cars and cabs and buses. If the borough was itself a city, it would’ve been the eighth biggest in the country. Shannon’s territory was one small part of it, south of I-95, west of 278. Because that was the killer’s territory.
She stopped to admire a mural of an elevated subway station, a red train rolling through. Its cartoonish passengers smiled and waved from the windows. They ate and drank. One at the back had on a robber’s mask and held a knife.
Since none of the cars were slowing, she turned back for the five corners. The night air was warm. Her shorts were very short, her white tank top tight against her breasts. The ends of her dark hair brushed her jawline.
A car slowed alongside her. Shannon half expected Bufort. He’d been silently following, mostly out of sight. She’d last seen him at an intersection about a half an hour ago.
It wasn’t Bufort.
The car was sleek and white with smoked glass. The passenger window slid down, revealing a console as busy as an airplane cockpit. The driver leaned over to see her. He wore sunglasses despite the hour, but at the end of his nose. A teardrop tattoo decorated one of his eyes. “Hey,” he said. “You need a ride?”
Shannon kept walking. “I don’t know. I think it’s nice out.”
He grinned. The car kept rolling. “Yeah, but then you’d miss the pleasure of my company.”
“That’s a good point.” She stopped walking and he braked. He reached and pushed the door open.
“Thank you,” she said, sliding in.
Soft music played on the stereo, deep bass vibrating beneath her. He pulled away from the curb, driving casually with one hand. He wore a suit. Gold rings adorned his driving hand. A gold chain glinted from his open white collar.
“Nice car, mister,” she said, adding the “mister” to be playful.
“Yeah? You like it? It ain’t brand new. I get them at the end of the year. What can I say? My momma didn’t raise no fool.” He was thirty-five, maybe forty. His accent suggested a Bronx native. A leathery cologne hung in the air. “Where you wanna go?”
“You can pick the place,” she said. It was something new she was thinking about trying. Most of the johns so far didn’t seem to care about where the date happened, but one guy had indicated a favorite spot. She could be missing out on significant locations or patterns. Perhaps some common place in between the five corners and the kill sites.
Not that the man driving was definitely a john. If anything, he was a pimp. Probably Charise’s pimp, if Shannon had to guess.
He looked at her again over the rims of his sunglasses. He had a scant mustache and goatee. Pockmarked skin. Another tattoo behind his ear – she couldn’t see all of it.
“Where you from, anyway?” he asked.
“Upstate.”
“Yeah, like Westchester?”
She laughed. “Everybody always thinks that. But the world doesn’t end there.”
“Yeah? It keeps going?”
“It does.”
He patted her knee. “I like you. It’s really something to find you out here on your own, out of pocket.”
Out of pocket was a street term for having no pimp.
“What makes you say that?” she asked.
He laughed again. “Baby, if you wasn’t on your own, you never woulda got in my ride.”
“I don’t want anybody running me. Taking my money.”
His laugh had a smoky, gurgling sound. When they neared Franklin, she almost had him pull over. But she didn’t want him knowing her address. Charise had come close enough. Instead, she’d have him drop her off at the five corners.
When he stopped laughing, he said, “So come on. What’s your story, huh? You get kicked out of college or something?”
“I left my husband. The last thing I need is someone else trying to run my shit. You can let me out right up here.”
He clucked his tongue. “So rude. And here I am, just trying to help you out.”
“Uh-huh. I’m sure.”
He tutted again. Cocked his head at her. “See, you got all kinds of ideas in your head. What? You think I’m a pimp?” He pronounced the word with emphasis, his lips popping off the second p.
“Let me guess,” he continued. “You heard all about us terrible pimps and how we season our hoes. How you supposed to call us daddy. How we beat you around, give you a head cut. All that shit, right?” He waved a hand in the air. “Propaganda, kid. This is a business. And just like any business, there are rules. You can’t just come in and open up a pizza shop, right? You can’t even get a hot dog truck without health department say-so.”
“So that’s you? You’re the health department?”
“I bet everybody tells you you’re gutsy. You’re feisty. Right? Good for you, Natalie Portman. You know why I call you Natalie Portman? You look like that bitch when she was in The Professional. You remember that movie?”
“Let me out right here. This is good.”
“Yeah? You gonna keep working, huh?”
“I’m not going to be threatened by you.” Shannon had a hand on the door and the other on her purse. She’d opted not to bring a gun onto the street, but she had pepper spray.
“Hey, I’m not threatening you, Natalie. I’m being very friendly. I picked you up, gave you a ride, and now I’m giving you free business advice. Ya feel me? Free business advice. Here – I’ll pull over right here – relax, baby.” He slowed the car to a stop along the curb. Scaffolding over the sidewalk was going to make opening the door a challenge.
She said, “Thanks for the ride,” and he clamped a hand on her arm.
She glared at him.
“Oh shit,” he said. “You a bad bitch, huh?” He let go. “Listen, Natalie, I’m gonna say this one thing. This is for your own good. I’m the nicest guy out here. You need protection from them other motherfuckers. And this is my track. Charise is my business partner. I’m very fair, and no one messes with me. You think you don’t need me, but you’ll see. So I’m gonna let you think about it. Okay? But not for too long. Not for too long.”
She squeezed out of the car and shimmied her way clear. He sat there a moment before he calmly pulled away from the curb.
Shannon walked around the scaffolding and onto the sidewalk. The night felt colder. She texted Bufort as she walked, her fingers slightly trembling. You here?
I’m on him, came the reply.
Just a look, she shot back. If the pimp found out she was undercover, the whole thing was blown. It was one thing for a john to know. A john came around infrequently to solicit. But to a pimp, this was claimed territory. This was home.
A dark car blew past, a lone man behind the wheel – Bufort. Shannon took a deep breath, collected herself. She looked one way down the street, toward her apartment. Then the other.
“Asshole,” she muttered.
But he’d spooked her. Guys getting grabby she could take. Even the women giving her looks, acting cold, threatening her, she could handle that.
This guy had attacked her confidence. He’d acted like he could see through her, to the truth.
She hated him for that, and she became angry with herself.
But she wasn’t going to let him control her. She had a job to do, and the night was still young. She continued to the five corners.
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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 2:33 A.M
Ray had to nudge the guy at the end of the bar. Passed out. When that didn’t work, Ray nudged harder. “Richard, come on, man. Closing up. Time to go.”
Richard roused. A strand of drool lengthened from his bottom lip to his shirt. Richard was a local real estate guy who came in for those two-martini lunches that sometimes became three- or four-martini lunches. And that often became Richard blowing off the rest of the day, or – today – circling back in the evening like a scavenger for another feed on the carcass.
“One for the road,” Richard muttered.
“You had your one for the road. Last call was forty minutes ago. You want me to call you a cab?”
They both knew Richard would refuse the cab. He lived only three blocks from the bar. Which was, of course, part of the issue. Ray felt bad about the problem drinkers who frequented his place. But he had to make a living. And he provided a venue for many people to have some good clean fun, to blow off steam after work. Where would America be without the saloon? The watering hole? You’d have some stressed-out cowboys, by God.
“Richard?”
The old man was nearly unconscious again.
“Here,” Ray said. “Let’s get your feet under you.”
Ray hefted Richard off the stool. The man was like a giant noodle. “Stiffen your legs,” Ray grunted. “Come on, Richard.”
Finally, the drunken broker seemed to remember gravity and how to work his appendages. Ray got him to the door, then outside. He could see Richard’s place from here. Beyond that building, and up a few blocks and over, was Yelena’s hospital. Ray said a small prayer to himself when he thought about her. He watched Richard dodder off down the street, going in a sidewinding manner, grabbing streetlamps and signposts for balance. Richard’s gray suit hung from his bones like a scarecrow’s clothes. He’d be dead of liver failure in a few short years.
Ray went back inside and finished putting up the barstools and swept. He took the money and put it in his small travel safe and locked the front door. Then he went out through the back to his car. He put the safe on the passenger seat, not to be opened until he was right outside the bank, ready to make the night’s deposit.
When he was finished with that, he started home. It was a few blocks before he realized he was crying again. He wiped his eyes and talked to himself: “Toughen up, you pussy.”
This was nothing. What he was going through, compared to Yelena, was nothing.
But the loneliness clung like a living thing. An extra weight, pushing on him, dragging him down. Night after night. Week after week. When was the last time he and Yelena had had sex? Four years, two months, and three days ago.
First, it was the infertility. After discovering the frailties of both his sperm and her eggs, Yelena had fallen into a depression. She hadn’t wanted to be touched. “What’s the point? God made sex for us to bear children, Ray.”
There had been one time after that. On his birthday – which was how he knew the lapse down to the day. Shortly after was the first real bout of sickness Yelena had experienced. Back then, they hadn’t known anything, and counted it as the flu. Fever and chills, fatigue, a strange rash. When the rash came back and stayed, she’d gone to the doctor.
All those years gone by, and Ray felt their measure. He wasn’t exactly in the prime of his life, but forty-five wasn’t ancient, either. A man still needed some affection.
Sitting at an intersection halfway between the bar and home, Ray took a left turn. He headed for a neighborhood he’d first heard about from some guys at the bar. They’d been talking about prostitutes in the area.
“Is that true?” Ray had asked, eavesdropping as he cleaned.
They’d glanced at him, a couple of guys who looked like they sold tires for a living, and said, “Yeah. Sure it’s true. My cousin gets a blow job down there once a week. Says it takes the edge off.”
Exactly, Ray thought. Just like those cowboys needed a whisky to soothe their aches and pains, a man needed a little sexual healing in his life.
He turned right from 163rd onto Third Avenue. Then, in two blocks, left onto 165th. Straight ahead was a familiar intersection, several streets crisscrossing at once.
His heart started to beat faster and harder when he saw her. She was so tall and leggy and sexy.
Easy, Ray.
He slowed to a stop, checked for cops, then rolled down his window.
She came up to the car. “Hey baby. Hoping I would see you again.”
Ray grinned. He absently grabbed at his ear, pinching his helix, where an earlobe used to be. Her name was Everly, and she was about the greatest thing that had ever happened to him.
“Get in,” he said to her, feeling the thrill.
So, okay, it wasn’t his first time. But a man had needs.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 12:03 A.M
Lana had eyes like Lucinda Rawls. Like soldiers, maybe, who returned from war. She’d seen things and done things no girl her age should have. But she was quick to smile. Almost always smiling.
Standing on Webster, smoking a cigarette, she wore a tight gray skirt that revealed her lack of curvature. An orange tube-top covered her small breasts. Over that, a suede jacket with chest-high fringe, more fringe on the sleeves and hem. She’d whipped her pretty blonde hair into a fashionable blow-out look.
After three nights accompanying each other to the five corners, Shannon had earned a few questions. “You work for anybody?”
“I’m too young,” Lana said. “I don’t make enough money.”
It turned out that most johns had scruples. Either that or they didn’t want to risk adding statutory rape to their solicitation charge should they get busted. Older women were safer, so Lana turned fewer tricks than the average.
“Where’s your family?”
“I ran away,” Lana said. “I’m a cliché. I’m a statistic.”
Shannon wanted to say something comforting, but lit her own cigarette and listened.
Lana said, “Right? That’s what everybody thinks happens, and here I am, like, the poster child. But, whatever. I took my situation and made it work for me. You gotta make friends with your circumstances. You ever read that book by Eckhart Tolle?”
“Which one?”
“I don’t know – there’s more than one?”
“I think so.”
Lana alluded to being sexually molested at an even younger age. She was from somewhere in Western Pennsylvania, the molester a family member. She said she had been sent to live with her grandparents in Philadelphia when she was eleven. They’d put her in a private school, and she’d run away twice, the second time for good. She’d then left Philadelphia for New York City, where she thought she’d have a better chance of hiding.
“I didn’t need that shit,” she told Shannon. “I got the entrepreneur spirit. Always have.”
She had a plan. Two more years of hooking and she was going to get her GED and apply to the New School in Manhattan. She wanted to study art.
But she had an attitude, too. Shannon had seen her around her roommates, getting loud and sarcastic. She belittled one of them for her intelligence, calling her a stupid cow. Probably things that had been said to her. Or to someone she loved, like her mother.
Charise and Bitsy were keeping their distance. Other sex workers seemed to lower their guard whenever Shannon had Lana with her. One, called Sissy, hung around with them for a good hour. Sissy wore a sleek black outfit and had a pinkish scar on her neck that she tried hiding with a scarf.
When Lana got picked up around one a.m., Shannon got the familiar anxious feeling. She made a mental note of the license plate as the car drove off with Lana inside. It was getting increasingly difficult not to intervene. She’d even met with Gorgas and talked to him about it, but Gorgas made the case that it was for the greater good. People were dying.
The whole thing felt like torture. Shannon tried to put it out of her mind. She was picked up twice that night, then decided to quit. With no sign of Lana, she returned to the apartment building. She knocked on Lana’s door. A roommate answered and said she hadn’t been back yet.
Bufort texted, downstairs. After checking that the hallway and stairs were clear, Shannon buzzed him in. He walked into the place a minute later and flopped down on the couch, ran his hands through his shaggy hair.
She sat beside him. “We’ve gotta start meeting somewhere else. I’ve got contacts in this building.”
“Right,” he said. He reached into his bag and dropped a file onto the chintzy coffee table. “One of your contacts right there.”
Shannon looked.
Bufort said, “She’s got a sealed record, but I went through the judge and had a look. She’s a drug addict. She was in a car accident in her early teens. They put her on Oxy; she started using heroin soon after.”
“In Philadelphia?” Shannon studied the picture of Lana, real name Kayla Stager. The picture had been taken by Child Protective Services, two years prior.
“She’s not from Philadelphia. She’s from here.”
“What? Where’s her family?”
“Dead. She grew up in foster care.”
Shannon shook her head. “Charlie, I can’t just keep going like this… She’s a child.”
“I know. But we’re not here for that. And you said it yourself – she’s been helping you out.”
“I feel sick.” Shannon went to the kitchen and ran the tap, cupped some water, drank it, and splashed a little on her face. “What about putting the johns on a wire?”
“No way. We can’t force them. They’d have to make the deal, pay you the money.”
“I can do that.”
Bufort walked into the kitchen. “So then what? We threaten them with a solicitation charge? Most of them know that’s a misdemeanor. A fine and a slap on the wrist. With their backs against the wall like that, someone is liable to get pissed off and start spreading the word about you, obstruction charge or not.”
She started to argue, but he said, “And let’s say one of these guys plays ball. We’re going to follow him around every night? We’re back to the problem Gorgas had with one of our own doing that.”
She leaned on the sink and hung her head. “Anything from Detective Cahill? NYPD? I can’t check my emails.”
“He took the 145th Street Bridge. D’Onofrio did. That’s it. We know he left his job at Staples at 1:54 a.m. Video shows his light blue Corolla crossing the bridge at 2:16.”
She looked up. “Could you see into the car?”
“No. Nothing in the car. Couldn’t see if he was alone or not.”
“Anyone following him?”
“Ames, it’s New York. Everyone is following everyone.”
“It was two in the morning.”
“Yet ten vehicles passed by within a minute after him.”
“What were they?”
“Ah, a black SUV, a white sedan, a couple of delivery trucks… I don’t know. It’s in the file. And anyway, why would someone be following him? The timeline works out – he leaves work, crosses the bridge at 2:16, but he doesn’t enter the Harlem River Lot until 2:47. That’s just about half an hour to pick up a sex worker. Highbridge is only a few minutes from the five corners. He could’ve swooped over, picked up his favorite pro, and then headed for the lot. She gives him some line that gets him out of the vehicle. ‘Let me see you dance, baby.’ Then she throws the gas on him. Lights him up.”
Shannon looked at Bufort, thinking, then moved off for the bedroom. Time for sleep.
Bufort said, “There’s no getting around this one, Ames. The only way out is through.”
She heard him flop down on the couch. “Just hang in there,” he added. “We’ll get something.”
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 4:45 P.M
Vivid drawings of female anatomy decorated the wall of the local free clinic. Pinned up beside them were fact sheets on sexually transmitted diseases. A rack of brochures proffered information on abortion, rape, drug addiction.
A sex worker named Everly pulled a pamphlet on STDs, made a joke to Sissy, and put it back.
The waiting room was drab, plastic chairs from the 1980s, a coffee table piled with curled magazines, one fern in the corner. A hallway past the reception window led to private rooms for checkups, consultations, and medical procedures.
Lana spoke to a man behind thick Plexiglas. She was given a pen and clipboard with a sheet attached. She moved to one of the hard chairs and sat down, frowning at the form like it was complicated math.
Shannon watched Everly, whom she’d recently met. Everly was tall and in her mid- to late twenties, with dark hair that fell to her shoulders in waves. In her tight jeans and frilly white shirt, she was a flower child in the wrong decade. Lana said the sex workers who knew her joked and called her “princess.”
Shannon grabbed a pamphlet and went out to the street to wait for Lana. Lana made regular trips to the clinic, she said. Most of the women did. It was the only thing out there for them. The social workers had their backs, Lana said. “They come out on the street sometimes, feed the homeless. You can get a cup of soup from ’em, a sandwich, or gonorrhea pills.”
When Lana exited the clinic, she lit up a cigarette. Sissy joined them a few minutes later. They waited for Everly, then moved as a group back to the corners, several blocks away.
As they walked past a run-down apartment building, Lana gave it a long look. She bit her lip and fell silent. Shannon was about to ask her about it when Sissy laughed at something, bright and loud. Everly didn’t seem to find it as funny and walked off alone.
“What did you do?” Lana asked Sissy.
“Oh, she don’t like to talk about it.” Sissy chuckled and wiped her eyes.
“About the dude?”
“Well?” Sissy had one more laugh, then sobered and said, “I mean, you can’t say anything to her about what’s goin’ on.”
“Yeah,” Lana said.
Shannon eased closer. “She all right?”
Sissy looked at Shannon, and for a moment Shannon thought she wasn’t going to answer. “Just something that happened. Everly had a trick who wound up with his ass beaten half to death.”
“He was mugged?”
“Hell if I know. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Sissy cackled again, then checked her appearance in the reflections from a parked car, fixing her hair and plumping her breasts. “I’ll see y’all later.” She strutted off, hips going, heels snapping off the concrete.
Shannon watched for a moment, then spoke to Lana beside her. “When did that happen?”
“I think a couple of years ago.”
“Maybe I ought to introduce her to my ex. See what happens to him.”
It was good to see Lana smile again.
    
WITH LANA GONE ON A DATE, Shannon found Sissy again a couple of hours later. She’d worked out an idea. They stood on the sidewalk, smoking, traffic going by, sirens in the distance. A bitter whiff of brakes in the air from a truck with worn-out pads.
“That’s weird what happened to Everly’s date,” Shannon said.
“Huh? Yeah.”
“The one who got beat up.”
“Yeah, she a real good-luck charm.”
“Anything like that ever happen again?”
Sissy took a stance, jutting her hips, holding one elbow. “Why you always asking questions?”
“Because I’m curious.”
Sissy raised her eyebrows, waiting.
“I had a date get beat up afterwards. He came around, yelling at me, blaming me for it. Sayin’ it was my fault, sayin’ I told him I didn’t have no pimp, but then I did, because he got his ass kicked.”
Sissy stared, skeptical.
“So I just wondered. If it happened to Everly too, you know, this could be something.”
“Could be something what?”
Shannon shrugged. She took out a fresh cigarette and lit it. “I don’t know. This killer thing. Maybe there’s a reward.”
“Honey, he killin’ mothafuckas, he ain’t beatin’ nobody up.”
“You think it’s a dude?”
“The hell do I know? The newspeople sayin’ it’s one of us? I don’t know. Maybe it is.”
Sissy started moving along.
Shannon followed. “Did Everly say what he looked like? The guy who got beat up?”
Sissy got a mean look in her eyes. “You’d better back the fuck up.”
“Just help me out. Please? Listen, seriously, if there’s a reward or something? My ex left me with nothing. We didn’t even get divorced. He was cheating on me, but I got no proof. So I got no alimony, nothing. And here I am. But one of my dates got beaten up and… I don’t know. If it has something to do with this? Or if Everly’s date does? Maybe I can get my shit back together.”
Sissy breathed a minute, nostrils flared. Bulbous graffiti covered the building behind her, bright green with black edging. Music pumped from a car somewhere out of sight, the bass giving off heavy vibrations. “He was a white guy,” Sissy said. “Okay? He was a regular. Drove around in one of those… I don’t know. The bus things.”
“A VW bus?”
“I said I don’t know. I look like a mechanic to you? One of those little round busses. Yeah, VW bus. Like that. Now, bitch, step off.”
Shannon held up her arms in peace. Sissy glared, then turned and kept walking.
Half a minute later, as Shannon was stubbing out her cigarette, a car pulled up slowly to the curb.
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As Shannon was getting into the john’s car, she noticed a vehicle farther down the block, pulled over. Unlike Bufort’s, it was white. There was no sex worker talking to the driver. It looked like one man, behind the wheel. Maybe he was waiting for someone.
She gave the john directions to get to her usual spot, next to the Public Storage facility. He was a slow driver, putting along Washington. It smelled like McDonald’s in his car. He wasn’t overweight but nevertheless seemed to sag on his bones.
When Shannon checked the mirror for Bufort, she saw the white car instead, half a block back.
She took out her prop phone and texted Bufort. You see the white car?
The john glanced over, and she smiled at him and put the phone away. “Just take this next left and we’re there, honey.”
“I thought you said… Fine.”
The john was already slowing, the Public Storage facility right there, but he gave it some gas up to the intersection, stopped at the stop sign and made a left.
Shannon watched the mirror.
The john asked, “Keep going?”
“Hang on.”
“Look, is something the matter?”
Shannon waited, watching behind them. The white car turned the same corner and casually pursued.
“Pull over and let me out,” she said.
“Hey, but, I mean…”
“Sorry. I just realized I got somewhere I gotta be.”
“Where do you gotta be? I’ll take you.”
“Just pull over. But stay at the curb for a minute, okay?”
“Hey, listen–”
“Just help me out. Then I’ll take care of you.”
She was thinking on her feet, giving him mixed instructions, but he finally did as she asked. Shannon opened the door and got out slowly. She chatted with the john for effect. “That’s not enough, baby. Come back when you have more money.” As she talked, she watched the white car approach. She memorized the plate number. The vehicle didn’t look the same as the pimp’s car from the other night. But the arc-sodium lights in this area were different, more industrial, tinging the body paint, maybe throwing off her perception. She was unable to make the driver.
The vehicle rolled past, but the block was short and the driver already making the next turn. She quickly texted Bufort the plate number. He would relay it to NYPD, who could then pull the car over with some excuse. If they happened to see it. And if word got out in time…
But Bufort hadn’t responded to her last text yet. He might be listening, but not checking his phone.
Shannon made a snap decision. She jumped back into the john’s car, pulled the door shut, and showed the john her ID in one fluid move. “Drive,” she said.
“What?”
“I’m a federal agent. Need you to follow the vehicle that just passed us.”
“What?” He stammered: “Why do you, why do you–”
“Go,” she said and grabbed the shifter between them and yanked it back into Drive. The car lurched forward, and the john groped for the steering wheel.
First he tapped the brakes, but then he seemed to get it. He hit the gas and made the left turn after that. The white car was almost to the next intersection.
“You need to catch up to him,” Shannon said.
“Is this some kind of a… am I in the middle of something? Is this a drug thing?”
“He made another turn. Follow him. I need to get closer.” She was texting as they went. To Bufort: You getting this?
He could usually respond right away, even if he was driving – the Chevy Impala had a port for the phone. Its V6 engine and modified shocks made it ideal for both stealth and pursuit. But there was no text back.
The john reached the end of the block and came to a complete halt at the stop sign. He put on his turn indicator and made the right.
She had gotten the world’s most conscientious driver.
“What’s your name?”
“I don’t know if I should tell you.”
“You should.”
“It’s Brogowski. Jeff Brogowski.”
“Jeff, I’m investigating a serial killing. You’re not in any trouble. But I need you to catch that car.”
Unsatisfied with Bufort’s lack of response, she keyed his number and waited as it rang. Up ahead, the white car was approaching Third Ave. They were going to lose him on the much larger street. “You gotta get up there, Jeff. Move!”
He stomped the pedal, and the old car surged forward.
Bufort’s voicemail picked up: “Hey, this is Chuck B. I can’t get to the phone right now, leave a message…”
Bufort was using a burner, and had recorded the message to sound like an ordinary civilian, should any of the people in Shannon’s new world get a hold of her phone and snoop her contacts.
“Charlie,” she said at the beep, “I’m in pursuit of a white sedan. A Chevy Lumina, I think. I sent you the reg. Pretty sure he followed me and the john to the–”
The buzz of her phone interrupted. Bufort had texted back: I’m on him.
A car shot out of a side street, right in front of them. Jeff yelled, “Jesus!” and hit the brakes. It was Bufort, in the dark Impala. He roared ahead.
“That’s one of mine,” Shannon said. “It’s all right.”
“You want me to keep following?”
“No. Pull over.”
Brogowski found a spot and pulled up to the curb. Shannon called Jenna Reese, who was also using a second phone for purposes of Shannon’s cover from back at the office in Queens. “Hey,” Reese answered. “What’s up?”
Shannon gave her the update and the vehicle information. “Yeah, Bufort called it in,” Reese said. “We’re looking. Want me to put it out to NYPD?”
“Please. But if they get him, it’s gonna have to be for speeding or reckless driving. The driver can’t know someone called in a BOLO.”
“Understood,” Reese said. Only police could initiate a Be On The Lookout. Word of police involvement would spread through the community. The killer would hide.
When Shannon hung up, Jeff Brogowski was looking at her with big eyes. “I’ve never been a part of anything like this.”
“You married, Jeff?”
“No.”
“Got any kids?”
“Two. Both grown up. My wife and I are divorced.”
“Why don’t you try dating? Maybe Tinder?”
“Are you gonna bust me?”
Shannon checked her phone. The Impala had a GPS, and she could follow its progress. Bufort was now four blocks away, still headed south on Third. “No, I’m not going to bust you. I’m just going to ask you a few questions…”
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Shannon waited for Bufort at a twenty-four-hour diner. She sat in one of the booths away from the windows. She was famished and wolfed down a chicken-fried steak, a chocolate shake, and apple pie. Bufort came in and ordered a coffee. He looked at the damage on her side of the table. “Hungry?”
She burped with a loose fist covering her mouth. “You have no idea.” After wiping up with a napkin: “So?”
“County car.”
“What?”
“It was a county-owned motor vehicle. No insignia on the doors, but it’s Bronx County.”
“Did you stop him? Or get NYPD to do it?”
“I’d need a good cover story, or risk blowing it if this was a suspect. Same with having them do it. And there’s a dozen precincts in the Bronx, which would’ve meant a fairly big coordination of a lie, and at three a.m., when the commissioner was asleep. So? No, nobody pulled the car over. But I did follow him and saw something pretty scary.”
She waited.
“I saw him passing out sandwiches to a group of homeless people.”
She slumped back.
“This is what happens,” Bufort said. “You get ideas about white cars in your head from some traffic camera.”
“He was following me.”
“He was passing out food. You gotta remember, this isn’t the boondocks, where every set of headlights is a mystery.”
“Stop it.”
“Sorry.” He sipped his coffee. The waitress came over and asked Shannon if she wanted a cup. Why not? She stared into space afterward, trying to decide how to feel.
In the meantime, Bufort smiled at the waitress as she brought a mug and filled it. Once the waitress was gone again, he said quietly, “Even if it wasn’t him we chased, your buddy from the other night is someone to seriously think about.”
He passed her the file under the table. Shannon opened it up on her bench seat, out of sight. Water-droplet tattoo. Another tribal symbol snaking up behind his ear. Liked to wear lots of rings. David Leonidas was twenty-eight. He’d spent five years at Fishkill prison for assault and battery. He drove a white Audi.
She glanced up at Bufort, who said, “For the record, I chased a Lumina. Chevy Lumina.”
She went back to the rap sheet, staring at the photo. Leonidas had warned her about being unaffiliated. What was the term he’d used? “Out of pocket.”
Hey, I’m not threatening you, Natalie. I’m being very friendly.
He’d called her Natalie, for the actress Natalie Portman.
“He was watching me that night,” Shannon said to Bufort, still looking at the file. “I mean, he cruised right up next to me.”
“The guy is shaking you down. But we can’t make a move on him until we’re sure.”
“I know that. I just…” Her eyes roved the diner – this wasn’t a ’50s classic. Yellow-stained walls from public-smoking days. Brown water spots in the drop-ceiling. “I mean, he can’t get picked up by NYPD for being a pimp?”
Bufort shrugged. “They can pick him up and put him on a hold. And they can talk to him.”
“You can talk to him. I can sit in.”
“Maybe, yeah. But you’ve got to consider something. Once we pull him off the street, even if he never sees you in your FBI costume, he might make the connection. You told me he kind of side-eyed you. So. That would be a risk.”
“All right, let’s think about it.” She took a breath. “Next thing. A woman called Everly.”
Bufort nodded. “Earlier tonight. After the clinic. I saw her. Reese hasn’t found anything on her. That other one, Sissy, she’s got a sheet. But nothing on Everly.”
“Sissy told me that one of Everly’s johns got beaten up. Real bad.”
“Did she say Everly did it?”
“She didn’t. But that’s the thinking. And to be around her – you know, she’s kind of quiet. Kind of like a domestic abuse victim, afraid to speak up. And the fact that she’s got no record… we are sort of looking for a ghost.”
Bufort said, “Can you get me a print?”
“Already got one.” Shannon opened her purse and pulled out a glossy-finish pamphlet on STDS. “Everly and Sissy were looking at it. They should both be on there.”
Bufort checked to make sure no one watched, then used a napkin to pinch the pamphlet. He dropped it into a baggie he carried in his satchel and sealed it up.
    
SHANNON’S PHONE rang just after five a.m. She was disoriented for a moment, then found it, with “Chuck B” in the caller ID.
“Hi,” she murmured.
“Hey. I put a rush on those prints, and there’s already a hit.”
Shannon sat up on her mattress.
Bufort said, “Everly is Deborah Greaney. Twenty-four years old, originally from Flushing, Queens.”
“Okay…”
“Ames – her prints are everywhere. They’re in every car. They’re in the car from the last victim – the burned guy, D’Onofrio. They’re in all of them.” He paused. “We’re picking her up. Gorgas wants to go in whole hog. He’s got a dozen agents loaded up and ready to go.”
Shannon started tugging on clothes, whatever was nearby. She hopped toward the bedroom door with one pant leg still dragging, and switched the phone to the other ear. “Where are you?”
“I’m on my way to you. Thought you might want to come. You shouldn’t be seen, but you can wait outside.”
“Absolutely,” Shannon said, and she tripped and the phone went clattering.
Bufort: “Ames? You there?”
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 6:01 A.M
The sun was still behind most buildings but glaring through the gaps. Shannon sat in the Impala, listening on the radio to the hushed chatter of FBI agents preparing to raid Deborah Greaney’s apartment. It was the brown brick building across the street at the far end of the block. The number of agents seemed like overkill for serving an arrest warrant, but Gorgas had erred on the side of caution.
Things were quiet. Shannon watched an older woman picking through the citrus at a fruit stand on the corner.
When the agents breached the room, the intensity of the radio chatter picked up. “We’re encountering multiple subjects,” an agent said.
The radio was on VOX, meaning voice activated, and raised voices in the background kept the channel open.
“Hey, watch that. Watch that guy,” an agent said.
“I got him,” said another.
“FBI, everybody. Let us see your hands.”
“Hey, step away. Miss? Step away from there.”
“I got someone in the bathroom. Potter? I’m going into the bathroom.”
“Copy, see you.”
“What are you guys doing? What’ve you got there?”
“Let me see your hands, miss.”
“Potter, watch that guy over there.”
“Someone just went into the back room – hey!”
“We’re here to serve an arrest warrant. Are you Deborah Greaney?”
“Hey! We got a guy just went out the window!”
Shannon sat up. A second later, she saw him. An unknown male subject came shimmying down the fire escape. She got on the radio as he leapt the last few feet and landed hard on the ground. “This is Agent Ames, right outside. I’ve got eyes on your suspect.”
The subject sprinted across the street. Two agents, wearing white shirts and ties under their Kevlar vests, burst from the apartment building and pursued. The man leapt onto the sidewalk, now on Shannon’s side of the street. She relayed his movements over the radio. Directly in front of him was the grocery store with the fruit stand in front. The shopper became aware of the commotion and dropped her oranges. The man ran straight for her as the bright fruit tumbled into the street.
“Shit.” Shannon unlocked her seatbelt. Into the radio: “He’s got a hostage.”
The man forced the woman to walk along with him. The pursuing agents put hands on their guns. They shouted for him to let her go. It was unclear to Shannon if he had a weapon of his own. He seemed to be using both hands to hold onto the frightened hostage.
If Shannon showed herself in the midst of this, she risked blowing her cover. By now any number of people were surreptitiously recording events on their phones. Shop cameras might be picking it up, footage to be later pilfered by the press.
The woman cried out in pain or fear or both. The man tried to move faster with her; he turned and dragged her along behind him. He was thin, his faded jeans hanging from his hips, a black belt cinched past its tightest notches. His white T-shirt was frayed and stained. He grimaced as he pulled the woman, who was strong enough to be giving him a real hard time. He dug around in his pocket. When Shannon saw the knife, she opened her door.
The man and his hostage were right there. Shannon rushed them. In his surprise, the man let go. She grabbed his knife-wielding arm, controlled it by a pressure point at the wrist, and bent it behind him. He yelped in pain and involuntarily relaxed his grip. The knife fell, and Shannon hustled him over to the Impala, folding him over the hood.
The agents arrived, and one of them took control of the suspect. The other grabbed Shannon.
“I’m an agent!”
The man from Greaney’s apartment tried to look around at her, but the agent on top of him pushed his head down. Once the agent holding Shannon had fished out the ID from her pocket, he let her go.
She went to the woman, helped her up. “You all right?”
“I’m okay.”
The agents took the suspect away, back toward the vehicles outside the brown building. He kept trying to get a look at Shannon as they moved him along.
She waited with the hostage until another agent arrived. The agent, whom Shannon vaguely recognized from the New York office, gave her a long look. “You’re the one Gorgas has in the field…”
Shannon nodded, feeling burned, but figuring it could still be okay. As long as she got out of this mess right now. She wished the woman well and sank back into Bufort’s Impala to watch the rest unfold with relative anonymity.
    
“YOU?” Deborah Greaney said. Her wide eyes gulped in Shannon’s appearance – the angled haircut and shit-kicker boots and ripped blue jeans – and tried to reconcile that with the badge Shannon was holding out for her to see.
“Me,” Shannon said. She put the billfold away and pulled out a chair. She sat across from Greaney. They occupied an interview room in the New York Field Office. Greaney had been fingerprinted and photographed on the premises. Bufort stood in the corner, arms crossed. Behind the one-way glass, Supervising Special Agent Mark Tyler was watching. With him was Assistant Director Ronald Moray, who headed up the New York Division. Gorgas was also back there, and so were two federal prosecutors. It was the whole enchilada.
“How you doing?” Shannon asked Greaney. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Can I get a cigarette?”
“Sorry. No smoking in here. It’s a federal building.”
“I wouldn’t have put you as a cop.”
“I get that a lot.”
Greaney seemed complacent. Shannon thought it was the drugs – the heroin still in her system, mollifying her. But it could’ve been something else. She had no record and little experience with this side of the system. She could be naïve. Or she could be guilty and relaxed, knowing the jig was up.
Shannon said, “Five of your friends were arrested this morning along with you.”
“Are they here?”
“They’re in other rooms. They seem pretty scared. You don’t seem scared.”
“Why should I be?”
“We executed an arrest warrant, which included the search of your apartment. We seized OxyContin, hydrocodone, heroin, and fentanyl.”
“None of that’s mine.”
“Have you used heroin before?”
“What does that matter?”
“Can you just tell me?”
“I used it a couple of times.”
Shannon glanced at Bufort. The other arrestees – three men and one woman – had already been interviewed. One of the men had an arrest jacket that included drug charges. Possession, distribution. He’d admitted to using Greaney’s apartment as a place to party. Sometimes to sell. Greaney had no record, and no one thought she was a pusher.
Shannon asked, “Did the party at your apartment go all night?”
Greaney shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Some of your friends are saying it was really late before it got started. Almost dawn.”
“Yeah. So?”
“Why so late?”
“I was busy before then.”
“Doing what? Working?”
She grinned. A dead tooth on the upper deck showed black. “Yeah. Sort of.”
“Sort of?”
“You sure I can’t get a cigarette? You smoke, don’t you? Or was that just for show? How does that work, anyway? Did you have to suck cock as part of your undercover work?”
Shannon exchanged another quick look with Bufort. She wondered if he was thinking the same thing.
She said, “You seem different to me, Deborah.”
Greaney made a big frown. “Different? You knew me for a minute.”
“I guess what I mean is, when I first met you, you seemed kind of quiet. A little bit shy. Then you got upset after the clinic. When Sissy said something to you about the murders. And about some guy who was beaten up after you’d been with him. Do you remember Sissy talking about that?”
“I guess. I don’t know.”
“Do you remember the guy who was beaten up?”
“Sissy just likes to pick on me.”
“She calls you ‘princess,’ I heard. But what I mean is, your reputation is that you’re nice. Kind of sensitive. And now you’re trying to be… I don’t know. Aloof. Like you don’t care about any of this.”
Greaney levelled a look at Shannon. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“So tell me.”
“Pretty funny that you’re sittin’ there, with your fake hair and fake clothes, talking to me about how I seem different. You seem pretty fucking different too.”
“Fair enough. You’re right.”
“So obviously there’s a real you, and then there’s the ‘you’ that everyone thought was real.” Greaney’s eyebrows went up. “Maybe it’s the same with me.”
“Okay. Let me just ask you this, then. You know why you were arrested this morning, is that right?”
“They told me before they read me my rights. They said I was being arrested for the murder of all the dead johns.”
Shannon’s gaze connected with Bufort again, who sort of widened his eyes, like what a character. Greaney hadn’t yet asked for a lawyer. Maybe she didn’t know enough about her own rights. Or maybe she thought the whole thing was a mistake that would quickly blow over.
“Your fingerprints were found in the victims’ cars,” Shannon said.
“Right.”
“And you know how, after you were arrested, they took a DNA swab and a hair sample?”
“Yeah. That was pleasant.”
“I was told just before I walked in that your hair is a match for hair found in at least one of the cars. We’re pretty sure when the results come back that we’ll find your DNA, too. We’re doing a rapid test, and it should be just a day or two. Maybe less.”
Greaney stared across the table at Shannon.
Shannon said, “Do you think we’ll find your DNA?”
Greaney nodded. “You will.”
Shannon could sense activity behind the one-way glass. Agents were talking, prosecutors getting excited. But it wasn’t a confession yet.
“So you think we’ll find your DNA because you were in those cars? The victims’ cars – the men you just mentioned?”
“I admit it. Why wouldn’t I? You just said you’ve got all of the stuff. What am I going to do, sit here and pretend that wasn’t me? It was me. But just because I was in the cars doesn’t mean anything.”
She had a point. In fact, many sets of prints had been found across all the victims’ cars. Some prints were still being tracked down to be eliminated. And it was possible that at least one of the victims had the prints of another sex worker in his car besides hers.
Shannon said, “It’s still pretty strong evidence against you. You were in the vehicle of every known victim, which would be quite a coincidence otherwise. That and the fact that we also have your phone, and you’ve got numbers there for at least two of the victims. Put it all together, I think there’s plenty to convince a jury. Or settle with a guilty plea.”
Greaney made no response this time. Just looked at Shannon with pinkish, half-closed eyes.
Bufort checked his phone like he was getting a text.
“So which way do you want to go?” Shannon asked Greaney. “Do you want to sit there and say that it’s all a big coincidence? Take your chances in federal court? Or do you want to talk to me? Because I’ve been out there. Not for very long, but that’s the point. It didn’t take long to see what these guys can be like.”
“They’re pigs,” Greaney said, showing a renewed spark.
“Yeah. I can see that.”
“All of them.” Greaney added, “Some of them are worse than others.”
“Tell me.”
“They have twisted shit in their heads. They’re sick.” She gestured with her shackled hands, pointing at her skull.
“I don’t know how you’ve done it for so long.”
Greaney was about to say something else when Bufort approached, then bent and whispered in Shannon’s ear. “She’s got a public defender coming in. Just came through security. You got about a minute.”
Shit.
Well, the law was the law. Maybe she could just hurry this along. “They’re pigs,” Shannon said, “and probably something should be done. Don’t you think so?”
Greaney leaned forward. Her eyes were tightly focused on Shannon, yet vacant.
“Everybody wants a piece of you,” Greaney said. “They want to make you dirty. Drag you down to their level. But you have to stay clean. Keep your dignity.” She leaned back, looking sad and disgusted. “It’s the worst it’s ever been. We pretty it up with money, but the world is rotten.”
“Did someone hurt you, Deborah?”
Her eyes snapped up. “What would you know about it?”
“I have my moments. This moral you have, about your dignity – do you think that’s how you’ve stayed out of trouble? How you’ve kept a clean record?”
“Maybe. Or maybe it was meant to be.”
“Meant to be how?”
Greaney looked away. Either she didn’t have the answer or didn’t want to give it.
Shannon said, “Deborah, if you think something needs to be done about the johns – are you glad these killings happened?”
Greaney’s eyes slid back. No mistaking the malice in them. “Absolutely.”
Shannon started to ask something else, but Greaney cut her off.
“That’s why I did it.”
Time seemed to stop. After exchanging a quick glance with Bufort, Shannon said, “That’s why you did what?”
Greaney held her eye. “That’s why I fucking killed them.”
“How? How did you do it?”
“I burned two of them. I beat the other two to death with whatever I could get my hands on.”
Shannon’s mind raced ahead. Here it was, all tumbling out. She felt the need to chase the various pieces, capture them, get them in a package. She knew that the people watching were going crazy, prosecutors calling their bosses. This is it. “Why burn some and bludgeon others?”
“Depended on my mood,” Greaney said.
“How did you choose the kill sites – the places you did it?”
“Wherever they wanted to go. They thought they were going to have their way with me. Well, I fucking turned it around on them, didn’t I?”
The temperature in the room seemed to be rising.
“I guess you did,” Shannon said. “Are there any others we need to know about?”
A hard knock on the door broke the moment. The door opened a second later. Gorgas entered, followed by a woman with shoulder-length gray hair and large hoop earrings. She was dressed smartly in a charcoal pantsuit. She walked around the table and took the seat next to Greaney.
“My name is Maryanne Moss,” the lawyer told Greaney. “I’m going to advise you not to say anything else right now, okay? You and I need to have a private conversation. All right with you?”
“Sure,” Greaney said. She glanced at Shannon. “Whatever you say.”
    
THE ONE-WAY GLASS went black and the audio feed silent as attorney and client had their confidential meeting. But the air in the viewing room was triumphant. Assistant Director Moray was the first to congratulate Shannon, extending his long-fingered hand for a dry handshake. Bufort put himself back in the corner as the rest of them – Tyler, Gorgas, prosecutors in Brooks Brothers suits – congratulated Shannon and each other for a job well done.
Gorgas was particularly pleased. “It was just about getting the right boots on the ground. The people we had out there never came across this Greaney person. You got to her in just over a week. Good stuff, Ames.”
He watched her a moment, picking up on her hesitation. “What’s up?”
She looked at the now-smoked-out glass, imagining Greaney and her lawyer on the other side of it. Picturing the suspect’s sallow complexion, the dead tooth, stringy arms. She was once surely a beautiful woman – and still was, but the street life and drugs had taken their toll.
“How did she control the victims?” Shannon asked.
“She’s a hooker,” Gorgas said. “She controlled them the usual way. By their, ah… impulses.” His gaze flicked to Bufort, as if seeking confirmation for this implied fact about men. Bufort made no reaction.
“All right,” Shannon said, still processing it all.
Gorgas looked at the dark glass, too. “People think it’s always got to be Hannibal Lecter. But it’s not.”
She nodded.
It was getting past lunchtime, and the men talked about going somewhere to eat. Shannon and Bufort were invited but graciously bowed out.
The two of them remained in the viewing room after everyone else was gone.
After a moment, Bufort shrugged. “Buy you a drink? Celebratory afternoon mai tais?”
“Thanks. I don’t think so. I’m behind on all my paperwork.”
“Ames, you know, you could spoil a cup of Lipton tea.”
“I’m not that bad.”
“One drink. Then you can do paperwork all night.”
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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 2:19 A.M
The phone woke her up. “We might have another one,” someone said.
Shannon was disoriented. The shapes in the darkness, the faint smells, the sounds in the background – everything was different. A cat leapt onto her bed. She was home. It was Bufort on the phone.
“Where?”
“Behind a parking garage in Mott Haven. Another one burned to a crisp. NYPD’s 40th precinct is holding the scene. Medical examiner is already there.”
“What are they saying about time of death?”
“Too soon to call. But it’s possible it’s her last victim. I’ll swing around and pick you up.”
    
TWENTY MINUTES later they sped along the Grand Central Parkway, headed west out of Queens toward a dazzle of lights and more city. Shannon was fully awake now – even if she’d only managed a couple of hours’ sleep. She’d finally grown accustomed to the night life.
Grand Central Parkway became the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge, which took them over the Hell Gate strait in the river. The elevated parkway then whisked them across Randall’s Island, home to two psychiatric hospitals and a homeless shelter, just a sprinkling of lights in the dark. The parkway spanned a second strait, the Bronx Kill, connecting it to Bronx County, which was much brighter, louder, the usual wail of sirens and hushed rumble of traffic. Bufort exited onto 133rd Street.
They tracked northwest across the neighborhood of Mott Haven, passing over Third Avenue. Bufort pulled off on a street crowded with police and emergency vehicles. They got out. On the corner, a parking garage went underground and three stories above. Behind it were towering heaps of debris from a recently demolished building. Several large refuse bins remained, overflowing with construction waste.
You might call it the perfect kill site.
Shannon went under the crime scene tape with Bufort. There was less caution now since a prime suspect was in custody, but she still felt exposed being in the region and out of character. She nodded at Bufort and walked farther into the scene than he did.
She got the attention of a female crime scene tech in a white jumpsuit. “Anybody find a lighter with a smiley face on it?”
“There’s so much in here,” the tech said, surveying the landscape of concrete, rebar, and steel. “It’s going to take days just to go through it all. We had to call in a second unit. But I’ll let you know.”
Shannon thanked her and stood watching a moment. More crime scene techs climbed the piles of trash and picked through everything in their path. She got the sense that the feast was really a famine of evidence. Too much of everything to make sense of anything.
She turned her attention to the body, which rested between two large dumpster bins amid a pile of scrap and rubble.
The victim seemed even more severely burned than the last one. The charred skin had flayed away, revealing muscle beneath, some incinerated down to the bone. The fire had burned hotter, or a different type of accelerant had been used. And unlike D’Onofrio, who’d been prone, this poor soul was tucked into a fetal ball. She wondered if it meant anything. In some sense, the devil was in the details. But you could get bogged down seeking patterns where there were none. In that case, it was best to stick to the basics. Remember to go through the elemental motions. She decided to leave the body and let the medical examiner do his work.
She checked inside the garage, where NYPD cops were going through receipts, contacting vehicle owners. “How many cars in all?” she asked one of the cops.
“Seventy-three. We’ve gotten in touch with fourteen registrants.”
So it was going to take some time there, too.
She read through the garage owner’s statement. He’d discovered the body when he’d gone out to discard some trash. He admitted to using the bins back there, even though they contained refuse from the building demo, a city project. None of the investigators cared if he was piggybacking on rubbish removal. But Shannon retraced his steps from eleven thirty that night: she walked the owner’s path from the garage, down a flight of stairs, out a rear exit, back to the pair of bins, where he’d smelled “something funny,” he said, “like someone cooking meat.” And then he’d seen it.
Shannon stood in the same spot. The medical examiner lingered over the body. He seemed frustrated.
“Everything okay?”
“The burns are so severe,” he said, “teeth and bone have warped. Melted. I might not even get radiography.”
The arson specialist had shown up and stood nearby, with similarly macabre insights: “Some bodies just burn differently. Some burn hotter. Some longer.”
Shannon asked, “But it’s gasoline?”
“It is. The thing is, there could’ve been a lot of alcohol in the victim’s system. Could’ve been metal fillings in the teeth. It all has an effect. This was a longer burn.”
“How long?”
“I’d say ten, fifteen minutes. It rained last night. Just a drizzle, but it’s possible the killer gave the victim an extra dousing.”
Shannon wondered how someone could burn for that duration and not draw attention. But, again, it was a sheltered spot and late on a rain-soaked night. Some homeless people had open fires in the area, so a passing witness might’ve dismissed something they saw.
Did you scream when you were on fire? Maybe at first, but then that first splash of gasoline took your breath away, and the flames devoured the rest.
“But the big question is,” she said to the medical examiner, “how long as the victim been here?”
“Still hard to pin it down. But, widely, I’m going to say between twelve and eighteen hours prior to discovery.”
Shannon found Bufort talking with one of the local cops closer to the street. Bufort saw her approaching and parted with the cop. “How you doing?”
“Where has Gorgas gotten with all the contacts in Greaney’s phone?”
“As far as I know, it’s still just two victims. Reyes and Olivier. They’ve traced the rest to a few friends, other sex workers, and a bunch of other possible johns.”
“That’s what I’m wondering. The other johns.”
“Everyone is accounted for. Not saying they’ve admitted to being a john – Gorgas said they all gave the same answer, pretty much. No idea how they got in some hooker’s phone, must be a mistake, blah, blah, blah. But they’re all alive, is the point.”
“Okay, so we should get everyone looking at missing persons reports.”
Bufort nodded. “Yeah. Right.”
She said, “D’Onofrio was preliminarily identified by his car. And only after the car was known, and his wife contacted, it was confirmed he hadn’t come home that night. This victim might have someone who was worried sooner. They could’ve already called it in.”
The first news van pulled up to the curb. Bufort agreed Shannon should get out of sight, just in case. She gave him her gun and unclipped her badge, put it in the pocket of her jeans. She took off her blazer and handed it to him. Good thing she hadn’t worn a full suit. The jeans and white T-shirt were pretty generic.
She snuck around the garage and joined the onlookers gathered outside the crime scene tape, thinking: Death occurred
between twelve and eighteen hours prior to discovery. Discovery had been eleven thirty at night. Twelve hours prior, eleven thirty yesterday morning. Eighteen hours prior was five thirty a.m.
The FBI had been raiding Deborah Greaney’s apartment at six o’clock. Had she just gotten back from a night spent capturing another victim to burn? To numb her guilt with fentanyl-laced heroin? Even if the ME’s estimate was off, if death was more like twenty hours prior, making it 3:30 a.m., the timing was tight.
Shannon tried to blend in. She listened to the conversations around her, people buzzing about the Working Girl Killer. What it might mean. “Didn’t they just get somebody for this?” someone asked. Someone else answered: “Wouldn’t be the first time they got the wrong guy.”
“Or girl,” another chimed in.
When Bufort texted her, Shannon drifted away.
His message: We got a lead on the victim ID.
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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 7:04 A.M
Cormac Rand was fifty-two years old. He was an accountant living in Riverdale, an affluent area in the North Bronx. His wife had reported him missing at five a.m., after she’d spent a restless night texting him and calling friends and worrying.
Contact with Rand’s wife had led to the discovery of the vehicle, a cream-colored Land Rover. It was parked a block away. Not in the garage, but out on the street. Currently roped off, guarded by police.
Inside it, the victim’s cell phone confirmed the wife’s story. Rand had a dozen missed calls and texts from her, increasing in number and decreasing in intervals as the night had stretched on.
Bufort texted Shannon pictures he’d gotten from Rand’s phone. A couple of selfies, as recent as the evening before. Rand smiling beside a co-worker, then again beside another. He was on the tall side, at least compared to the people he’d posed with. He looked fit, too, if a little rough around the edges, like he perhaps enjoyed his brandy and cigars a bit. A sharp dresser, Rand was in a crisp white shirt and stylish suspenders. He wore his hair slicked, the sides shaved close. She could almost smell the musky cologne.
Looking at the images, Shannon wondered, What were you doing down here? Rand had a spouse who cared. He had money. It seemed to be a good life.
But the question was not rhetorical. It had an answer. The point was sex. Whether it was the thrill, or meeting an extra appetite, or balancing a sexless marriage. For some, it was the only means for physical intimacy. Rand had stopped off in the area to pick up a hooker, and it had led him to his death.
Shannon stayed anonymous. Just some random chick ogling a catastrophe, thanks. A key witness might lurk among the spectators amassed along the sidewalk, trying to get a peek at the badly burned body. Someone else involved in the crimes could be watching.
She made the walk from the vehicle to the alley that led to the body at the dump site. She wanted to get a sense of the time and distance.
As she walked, she mulled it all over, teasing out a scenario:
It’s late, maybe somewhere between three and four, when Rand parks the car. Hopefully some area video would capture the moment. Why does he park precisely where he does? Likely it’s opportunistic – a rare vacancy in a crowded city.
Greaney is with him. They leave the vehicle and head for the parking garage.
Shannon’s watch said she’d been walking for a minute and a half, and she’d yet to reach it. When she got there, it was over two minutes. She imagined Greaney and Rand sneaking around behind where the refuse bins edged the accessible demo site. Maybe it’s a kinky thing: sex and demolition?
Greaney ties him up, teasing. Like Gorgas said – she’s in control because of the sex. But before Rand realizes it’s not what he thinks, he gets doused with gasoline. Greaney then flicks the flint of a smiley-faced lighter. Fwoomp.
The problem with that theory: Rand looked so neat and tidy. He drove a luxury car and wore expensive clothes. Why is he getting out, in the rain, to have intercourse beside some dumpsters? There were fetishes, and then there things that just didn’t add up. Shannon had a hard time buying that the victim wouldn’t prefer his nice, dry car. He’d even left his phone behind?
Or perhaps Greaney was already in killer mode at the point when they’d parked the Land Rover. She could have then gotten control of Reed – maybe by taunting him, at least at first – but at some point she would’ve had to get physical. To handle him. And Rand was no small guy. Plus, those actions risked a lot. Forcing Rand to walk the two minutes to the parking garage? At any point, he could start yelling. Overpower her. He could escape.
It left another theory. One that kept pushing up in the back of her mind. That there was someone else. Lots of possibilities, but maybe a jealous boyfriend. Someone who thought he had claim over Greaney. Or a pimp she hadn’t admitted to, behind the scenes. Perhaps someone even more random – a killer who was impotent. An involuntary celibate – or “incel” – with a huge chip on his shoulder. A vendetta against sex itself…
Shannon circled the block, headed back for the Land Rover the long way around. Apart from the narrow alley behind the garage, the demo site was surrounded by wooden fencing. The kind with peepholes for passersby to get an eye on the project. She stopped twice to peer in. Around to the east side of the site, she found a break in the fence. A spot where the wood stopped and a chain-link fence began. Several links had been cut away.
She checked for anyone who might be watching, then pushed against the fence and felt it give. She was able to step through fairly easily and into the lot.
Well, what do you know?
She called Bufort from in there. “Where are you?”
“I needed a personal moment. What’s up?”
She told him about the gap in the fencing. And the two empty gasoline canisters by her feet.
    
BUFORT’S “PERSONAL MOMENT” had meant a donut shop around the corner.
Shannon wasn’t much for donuts. Or – who was she kidding? – she loved donuts. Anyone with a beating heart loved donuts. She ate a chocolate glazed sitting on a stool inside the shop. Bufort left to check her discovery, get a team looking into it. She watched the comings and goings out on the street.
A lighter left at one crime scene, two plastic gas cans at another.
Sloppy? Or deliberate?
The cans would have been stashed beforehand, that much was fairly certain. The killer couldn’t have brought them in Rand’s vehicle. It all meant another site scouted well and, in this instance, prepped. By loading in the heavy gasoline canisters beforehand.
Greaney, or possibly someone else, had made the gap in the fence. They had placed the gas cans beforehand. Likely closer to where the victim was burned. But then on the way out, they’d left them inside the fence. Because why squeeze out onto the sidewalk with a couple of empty gas containers? Someone might see you. If they saw you sans gas cans, well, maybe you were just having a peek at things behind the fence. With gas cans, they might think, this is some suspicious shit.
So it was a matter of convenience rather than some sort of calling card.
Because there was also the issue of varying MOs. Three victims now who’d been burned. But two who’d been beaten to death. Multiple blunt force traumas. Shannon wanted to look at those cases again, study them more closely. One of those victims had been killed with a concrete block, also left behind, possibly for the same reason – convenience. Concrete blocks were heavy.
Typically, a murderer got rid of a weapon, but that was easier when it was a knife or gun. Because who wanted to drag around bricks or empty gas cans? Especially if Greaney was on foot. Which was likely, since there was no evidence she had a vehicle. At the very least, she would’ve needed help. Getting her hands on a concrete block in an alleyway was one thing, but full cans of gasoline weren’t indigenous. Someone had to have brought them here, made that tear in the fence, hauled them through and dropped them off. Greaney, borrowing a car? She didn’t even have a license. So who?
Shannon finished her donut, cleaned off her fingers with a napkin, and stepped outside into the sunshine. She called Bufort.
“Yes, m’lady?”
“We’re looking at any cameras around where the Land Rover was parked, of course?”
“We’re looking at every camera in a nine-block radius.”
She lowered her voice, mindful of other patrons enjoying their own pastries. “We need to watch for someone dropping off the fuel where I found the cans.”
He paused. “Right… Greaney doesn’t drive.”
“What about boyfriends?”
“Gorgas says he’s not seeing anyone like that. But it doesn’t mean it’s not possible. Listen, we’re going to get prints on this quick. I’ll let you know.”
“I can only eat just so many donuts.”
“Two blocks up there’s a Himalayan place. I can meet you in a half hour.”
Charlie Bufort and Himalayan food? For breakfast, no less? Signs and wonders.
But the donuts had sparked her appetite, and it was as good an idea as any.
    
ONLY THEY DIDN’T END up eating. Bufort was right: getting the prints was prioritized and fast-tracked, and by noon, they had a match.
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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:22 P.M
After being processed and interviewed at the New York Field office, where she’d confessed to multiple murders, Deborah Greaney had been arraigned and remanded to Bronx County Jail. Shannon met with her in a private room.
“My lawyer isn’t going to like you being here,” Greaney said.
“Why? You don’t seem to have anything to hide. At least, you didn’t before.”
“Having a lawyer is my right.”
“Of course it is. Do you want your lawyer here?” Shannon took out her phone. “I mean it. Whatever you want.”
Greaney looked at Shannon, her eyes flicking to the phone; then she dropped her gaze.
Shannon said, “You know why I’m back here?”
“Because you like it?”
“I don’t think sarcasm really suits you, Deborah.”
Her eyes came up. “Are we gonna do this again? Where you pretend to know me?”
“I know you’re from Flushing, Queens,” Shannon said. “I know you’re an only child, and your father passed away a few years ago. I know that you dropped out of high school when you were sixteen. How come?”
“None of your business.”
“I know you got a job. You worked at a deli. You lived at home for another year; then you left. You only went back there again for about six months when you were twenty-one. You’ve been on the street since, and now you’re twenty-four. No criminal record, but you’ve had two visits to the hospital that went into our system because of the characteristics of assault.”
They shared a silence; then Shannon opened her bag and placed a picture on the table. “What can you tell me about Cormac Rand?” She pushed it into Greaney’s view.
Greaney looked. Her eyes showed open recognition, and she nodded once. “Yeah. I know him.”
“You do.”
“He’s my latest victim.”
“Okay. He is?”
“That’s what I said.”
“Why did you kill him?”
“Piece of shit, same as the others.”
“Abusive? Liked it rough?”
Greaney’s eyes drifted away again.
“Can you tell me how you killed him?”
“I burned him.”
She could have heard it in county jail, where word traveled fast. “How’d you burn him?”
“Gasoline. What else?”
“Yeah?”
Greaney scrunched her nose, as if sensing the challenge as a foul odor. “Yeah. With two gallons of gas. You should know – I left them sitting there.”
“What did you do with the lighter? Toss it like last time?”
Greaney’s eyes seemed to twitch. Her reply wasn’t as quick as the rest. “Yeah. I chucked it.”
Shannon poked her fingers up above her head, making horns. “Same little red devil character on it?”
Greaney was quiet. “I’m done talking about it,” she said.
“What about the man who was beat up after you had a date with him?”
“I told you I don’t know.”
“Maybe your boyfriend didn’t like him? Can you talk about that?”
“I don’t have a boyfriend, and I’m done talking. I’m done talking to you. And I’m not saying anything to anyone else without my lawyer, or I’m going to sue the fucking United States government.”
She called for the guard.
For someone without much criminal experience, she was a quick study.
    
SHANNON STOOD BEFORE THE TEAM. Bufort, Gorgas, and Jenna Reese, with Assistant Director Moray auditing. Tyler was back in Brooklyn. Outside the windows was a perfect fall day. A bluebird day, her father called them. Traffic honked on Broadway, fifteen stories below. An ambulance warbled somewhere uptown.
“I don’t think she did it,” Shannon said. “I think she was there, no question. But I don’t think she killed them.”
Gorgas folded his arms and leaned back in the chair. “She acts like she did, and she’s got motive. You heard her – she’s glad they’re all dead. They’re all pigs and rob her of her dignity.”
The agents sat around a conference table, except for Shannon, who stayed on her feet. She uncapped a dry-erase marker, its sweet smell pluming up, and squeaked out some words on the whiteboard behind her. Victim names, ages, and occupations. Kill sites. Dates. MOs. Times of death.
They were victims, but she called them johns.
“John number one. Josea Reyes. Forty years old. A plumber. Married, four kids. Killed one year ago, found in Morrisania in an alleyway, multiple blunt force traumas by concrete block.”
She moved to the next. “John number two. Lawrence Olmos. Thirty-eight. A schoolteacher, also married, four kids. Killed six months ago, found in Melrose at a train yard. Burned to death by gasoline.”
Someone in the room coughed into their fist.
“John number three. Dennis Olivier. Twenty-nine. General contractor, unmarried. Killed three months ago, found in Hunts Point near the water, beaten to death with bricks.”
And another.
“John number four. Jared D’Onofrio. Forty-eight. Store manager. Married, no kids. Killed two weeks ago, found in Highbridge beneath the Macombs-Dam Bridge. Burned to death by gasoline.”
And the most recent.
“John number five. Cormac Rand. Fifty-two. Accountant. Married. Found last night in Mott Haven at a demolition site. Burned by gasoline.”
Shannon popped the cap back on the marker and said, “That’s a fairly decent spread of ages – twenty-nine to fifty-two. It’s a pretty local killing ground, but with plenty of kill sites to choose from. The killer makes them drive to the site. The killer then burns them or bludgeons them to death with bricks.”
“Is there anything new here, Agent Ames?” Gorgas asked.
“They’re getting closer together,” Shannon said.
“Par for the course. But it’s over now. Or – you haven’t said why it isn’t.”
“Maybe she’s working with someone.”
“What are you basing this on?”
Women’s intuition, Shannon might’ve said, thinking about Greaney’s eyes, her body language. Something.
But it wouldn’t be right to say. It wasn’t evidence, and it wasn’t necessarily true, either. Right now, these were just inchoate ideas. Feelings. Greaney was too easy, too willing. Couldn’t everybody see that? Or were they blinded by ambition and pride?
Maybe that was too harsh.
Gorgas said, “She fits the profile. You’re all about the profile, and this is it. She’s on the street, looks like because she ruined her life with drugs, and now she’s supporting a habit, she’s tricking, and she comes to loathe these guys. What more do you want? She’s big enough – physically – to do it. She looks willowy, but she’s got some muscles. She’s strong enough. And you can see the past abuse in her file. She got knocked around a couple of times and snapped.”
“They don’t coincide,” Shannon said.
“What?”
“The previous assaults on her. The medical records. The dates of those are off – they’re not that close to the murders. If the theory is that she got beaten up and then killed one of these victims for it, her two hospital visits don’t fall in proximity of those dates. You see what I mean? You’d think she’d go to the hospital with the assault wounds, and a short time later – maybe a week, a month – there would be a murder.”
Gorgas’s mouth was open to respond, but Ronald Moray beat him there. Moray was tall and gleamingly bald and wore dark, tailored suits. He was inordinately quiet for a man who ran one of the FBI’s largest divisions and answered to the deputy director. “Maybe Deborah Greaney never took revenge on those johns,” he said in his deep voice. “She made others pay for it.”
Gorgas nodded enthusiastically. “There you go. That could be it, sir.”
Moray said, “Or they come see her again at some later point and she’s ready.”
“Right,” Gorgas said. He gave the table a slap. “That’s it. Exactly.” He stood and smoothed out his tie. He was looking around, ready for the meeting to be over.
Shannon said, “Just one more thing.”
He sighed and sat back down.
She faced the whiteboard and wrote assault victim above the five johns. She circled it, then drew a question mark. “I’ve been told there was a guy who was assaulted after being with her. Greaney won’t talk about it, but I think it happened. Eighteen months ago. Six months before the first murder victim.” Shannon looked at Bufort and Reese. “Have we had any luck?”
Agent Jenna Reese was a top researcher with the bureau. She was brilliant, laconic, with small, hard features and a penchant for black no-collar dress shirts. “We have several possibilities, based on description of the vehicle, basic characteristics of the victim, cross-referenced with solicitation arrests around that time.”
Bufort sat up a little straighter, cleared his throat. “I’ll talk to them. See if anybody can ID Greaney as his attacker.”
Shannon said to Gorgas, “It might only help seal the deal. More for us to work with.”
Gorgas gave a skeptical sniff. He smoothed his tie again. He was about to respond, but Moray beat him to it. “It’s a good idea,” Moray said.
They adjourned.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 12:21 A.M
Another day, another dollar.
What a miserable way to go through life, Ray thought. He tried to be more optimistic than that.
Another day, another opportunity.
That was better.
Okay, admittedly, the extra spring in his step might’ve come from knowing his destination. He locked up the bar early and drove to the night deposit, whistling first, then humming a tune: “New York, New York.”
His parents had taken up American culture as readily as they could, and part of that had meant listening to Frank Sinatra. The big band swing trumpeted in Ray’s head as he drove his Buick down the night streets. Bop bop ba-da-da…
He sang, “Start spreadin’ the news…”
Yelena had been typically distant and cold to him for his evening visit, but that wasn’t going to bother him tonight. Richard, the drunk, had come back to the bar at eight that evening, stayed until closing, and puked in the men’s bathroom. The guy who worked for Ray as a bar-back and custodian, Dan Sampson, had said he wanted extra pay for cleaning it up. Ray gave him twenty bucks. Sampson was already getting minimum wage, plus benefits – now he was getting tips.
But it was all okay.
It was all good because Ray was cruising up Third Ave and feeling awake. Feeling friendly, feeling virile. He wasn’t an old man yet. He still had years ahead of him. Decades. Heck, he was barely through half of his life. The way medical science was going, he might live into his hundreds. And he didn’t drink, he didn’t smoke, and he only ate red meat on Mondays when he had the steak tartare at Vinnie’s on City Island.
Not a bad life.
He was still humming and singing – it had morphed into “I Did It My Way”
without his realizing – when he noticed the first girl out on the street. He’d seen her before: a black woman with big calves and huge breasts. She always looked at him, and he smiled at her, because he liked all women. God had made every shape and size and color in His infinite wisdom.
Of course, there was one he liked best. Of that there was no question. Only, Everly wasn’t hanging out on Webster, where she usually was. Not a couple of blocks away, either, near the clinic where he’d once spotted her. She’d given him her number months ago, but she hadn’t been responding tonight.
She’s a working girl. She’s busy. He didn’t like thinking about Everly with other men, but that was the reality. He pulled off when he found a spot and tried her again. The voicemail picked up after five rings. “Hi there,”
she said in her light and sweet voice. “I can’t get to my phone right now, but leave a message. And if you’re real nice, I’ll call you back.”
God Almighty, she sounded like Marilyn Monroe.
The phone beeped, and Ray hung up. He didn’t leave a message – he never left one. He didn’t get to where he was in life by being a dummy. The phone wasn’t even his regular phone, but a cheap prepaid. Because what if Yelena ever looked at his iPhone?
Everly knew the burner number, and she would call him back. That was enough.
Only, after waiting another fifteen minutes, then getting a coffee from a nearby twenty-four-hour gas station and waiting another fifteen, Ray started to feel desperate.
He drove around some more, looking.
When a hooker in red thigh-highs gave him the nod, he checked his mirrors for cops and pulled up to the curb. Ray buzzed down the passenger window as the pro made her way over, swinging her hips, heels clicking the sidewalk.
“Hey baby,” she said. “You lost?”
“I’m, ah, I’m actually looking for someone,” Ray said.
“Oh yeah? Well I think you found her, baby.” The pro leaned down so he could get a better eyeful of her cleavage. A man could get lost down there. She had short red hair, too – not exactly his thing – and lots of makeup. Eye shadow and lipstick but also foundation makeup. Hiding her rough skin.
He pictured his regular girl’s smoother skin. Her long legs. The taper of her thighs. He said, “Is Everly around, though?”
“Nah, baby. She ain’t.”
“You know where she is?”
The hooker frowned at him. “Honey, she gone. Don’t you read the papers?”
“I’m just kind of busy. What happened? Did she get busted?”
“They sayin’ she’s the one going around doing the murders.”
“That’s impossible.”
“I know, baby.”
“Have you heard from her?”
“Have I what? I ain’t related to her.”
“Yeah. Sorry, I just…” He stammered and trailed off. Not finding her at all? Locked up for suspicion of murder? He hadn’t expected any of that. Ray faced forward, a little bit in shock. He gripped and twisted his hands around the steering wheel.
The door opened and the hooker slid into his car. “Listen, let Candy take care of you. You don’t know what I can do for you. You don’t want to be alone tonight, do you? You come all the way down here…”
He glanced at her. He took his hands off the wheel, then put them back, nervous. It had taken him months to work up the gumption to come down to this place, to look for someone. He’d been so nervous the first time he could hardly talk. Everly had been sweet. He’d gotten lucky with her and taken it for granted.
“Candy will make it all better, baby,” the hooker beside him said.
“I don’t know, I just…”
She reached over and put her hands on him. A moan escaped his lips.
After a moment, Ray said, “Can we go to a room? Everly and I go to a room. I like it better that way.”
“Of course we can, baby. I know just the place.”
“All right. Hang on.” He picked up the prepaid from the console and took the battery out. As he drove, he dropped the battery and phone out the window. Better safe than sorry – cops could be going down the list in Everly’s phone, looking to bust her customers.
As he drove, he kept thinking about changing his mind, kicking Candy out of the car, but what if Everly never returned? He didn’t think she was a murderer, but the cops might pull her ticket. She could do time just for hooking. Or maybe she’d just want to leave after something like this.
He could just quit coming down here altogether, but that was crazy. Yelena might be alive for another couple of years. That was the prognosis. Maybe even longer, because lupus was so unpredictable. How long could he stand to be in a loveless marriage? And he couldn’t divorce her, he’d look like an absolute cretin. What decent, God-fearing man abandoned his wife when she got sick?
That left him one option: to get used to someone else. Candy might even be a person he got along with. Someone who made him feel good. Like Everly had.
Still, as he pulled up to the curb around the corner from the six-story hotel in Belmont, he put the car in park and left it running a minute.
“What’s the matter, baby?”
“I thought we could talk a little first. It helps me relax.”
“What do you want to talk about?”
“I don’t know. Just… I’m not a bad guy.”
“I don’t think you’re a bad guy…”
“I got a wife, though.”
“Honey, you know how many–?”
“Shut up and let me talk, all right?”
Candy recoiled a bit, pulling her head back. She got a look on her face – it was the kind of look he saw on Yelena’s face at times. Like she was seeing him differently. Judging him.
He said, “Sorry, just – I’m trying to say something here, okay? What we do, it’s just physical. I married my wife before God. And I’m faithful to her in my heart.”
Candy continued to look skeptical. Like she wanted to get out. Ray leaned toward her, and she flinched.
“Hey, I’m not gonna hurt you.”
As he spoke, he thought he saw someone cross the street behind them. It was dark back there – a streetlamp out, maybe. Didn’t look like a cop, though. Ray kept talking to Candy, easing into it even more, feeling like he might be able to do this. It wasn’t the hotel he was used to, but so what?
“I just wanted to tell you that stuff,” he said to Candy. “Nobody ever let me talk. My brother, he–”
A door opened. Rear door, passenger side. The Buick was old, no automatic locks. The stranger got into the back seat and grabbed Candy around the face with a black-gloved hand. He put a knife flat against her cheek. She screamed into his hand.
“Don’t move, or I’m gonna cut your throat.” His words were muffled by the balaclava he wore.
Ray grabbed the door handle. His body felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, but only one thing was going through his mind: get out, get out of this, get out now.
The stranger’s words were coarse and fast: “Open that door and I’ll kill her, and cops will think you did it.”
Ray had, in fact, opened the door partway. He tried to consider it, but his thoughts had turned to white noise. Like static turned up on a radio. Nothing coming or going.
The stranger said: “Shut… the fucking… door. Or she dies.”
Ray glanced at Candy. Her wide eyes rolled to look back at him. She made muffled moans. This was just a movie now. Somehow he’d wandered into a horror movie.
Money. Offer money.
“I… I have cash…”
“I don’t want your money.” Not only were the words muffled by the mask he wore, the stranger’s voice seemed a pitch too low. Like a pit bull turned human for a night.
“What,” Ray tried. “What… what…”
“Drive,” the stranger said.
Candy squealed. The stranger pulled her harder against the seatback and pressed the blade in deeper, and she moaned. Ray saw red blood slip down her neck. Just a slight cut, but it almost made him pass out. He was never good with blood.
“Drive the fucking car.”
Ray hit the knob for the wipers, blundering like an idiot. He shut them off, then found the turn indicator switch, flipped it, checked his mirrors, thought about nothing but static and barking dogs, and pulled out onto the street.
“Lock the doors.”
“They’re, um, manual.”
The stranger looked around. “Candy, your lock. Slap it down.”
She didn’t exactly slap it. But pushed it down with a trembling hand.
The stranger said to Ray, “Turn right.”
“I’ll give you… I’ll give you anything…”
“Shut up. Go to the next light; make a left.”
Ray drove. After a few long seconds, the stranger spoke to Candy. “I’m going to take my hand away now. I’m sorry I had to get rough with you like that. And this next part is going to be even harder. But we have to do it. Okay?”
Candy made a small noise meant to be assent.
“I need you to be clear on something,” the stranger said. “I know about Delray. He’s seven years old. Goes to second grade.”
Candy moaned.
The man in the mask continued, “I even know what color backpack he wears to school. Blue and gray.”
A trill of hope lanced through the static in Ray’s head. Maybe this wasn’t about him. This was about her. The stranger with the knife was some guy who went after hookers? Maybe the bar gossip had twisted the facts.
“I’m going to let go of you,” the stranger said. “But unless you want Delray to be motherless, with a man stalking him to school, you’ll stay completely quiet. Okay?”
She nodded rapidly.
He let go of her. As promised, she didn’t yell, but cried quietly. The stranger gave Ray more driving instructions. Ray knew the Bronx, but was starting to get a bit lost. And he didn’t have GPS on the prepaid. But the stranger knew every turn.
When they got to their destination, Ray recognized the Harlem River, but that was about it. The space was otherwise dark and private. Even the highways in proximity were subdued. There was a long growl as a truck downshifted, then relative silence.
The stranger spoke to Candy first. “Listen. I know this is difficult, and I’m sorry I had to threaten you. But we both know you would have tried to run away, and I couldn’t let that happen.”
He addressed Ray next. “And you – what’s your name?”
“R-Ray.”
“Ray. Okay, Ray. You didn’t do anything wrong, all right? This is more about me and Candy than it is me and you. But I need you to sit tight. Do what I say, and everything will be all right. Understand?”
“Yes.”
“Candy,” the stranger said, “you’re on your own, and that’s good. But you’re gonna need me now. And trust me when I tell you, in the end, things are only going to get better for you. You’re going to see what I’m doing, and you’re going to realize the truth. You understand?”
Either it had worked – she’d cottoned to him – or she was good at faking. Candy nodded and said she understood and that she would behave. “Whatever you want,” she said to the stranger, and it sounded more like a pledge of service than a plea for survival.
“Good,” the stranger said, and stroked her hair.
Then he turned his attention back to Ray.
“Okay. Time to get out. Take the keys; put them in your pocket.”
Ray did. “Where are we going?”
“Just a ways. You’ll see. It’s gonna be fine, Ray.”
“Okay.”
Ray opened the door and got out. His thoughts had emptied again, mostly. The basal consciousness still running things suggested this was an elaborate mugging, or perhaps a hallucination. But the guy was going to let him go. It’s gonna be fine, Ray.
“Walk over there,” the stranger said after stepping from the car. He still wore the mask. He was on the tall side, maybe six feet. A hundred and eighty pounds. He wore a tracksuit, all black except for the white stripe down the pants. Dark blue sneakers on his feet. Nikes. When he pointed, it was with the knife.
The nearest building had letters above the entrance. Roberto Clemente State Park. Ray had heard of it; baseball diamonds and picnic tables along the river. The highway behind them was the Major Deegan. Was there anybody around? This was a road turnaround at the entrance to a city park. Wasn’t there security? Something? He checked for cameras mounted on the face of the building but saw nothing in the darkness.
I can take him.
No, you can’t. Don’t even try it.
“There,” the stranger whispered. “Go through the gate.”
A wrought-iron gate. A high fence surrounding a promenade. Benches for sitting. The smell of the Harlem River, slightly rusty, drifted over. The city sounds all seemed far away – sirens and horns deep in the concrete jungle. Ray went through the open gate, finally spying a camera mounted high on the wall.
What had happened to Candy? He glanced back and saw her sitting in the car. His car. He’d been about to take her into the Jet Set Hotel and make love to her.
This isn’t good. He’s gonna kill you.
It sounded like Eddie in his brain, his big brother. Good old Eddie. A straight shooter.
He said I’ll be okay, Ray thought.
Then what are you doing here? He’s gonna kill you and take the girl.
Ray pulled a quick, deep breath and steeled himself. Eddie was right. He knew it, and he’d known it from the moment the guy got in the car. All the guy had was a knife. Ray could beat him back to his car, jump in it, and be gone. He had the keys and everything.
But the stranger was quick. Oh God, he was quick and he was strong, built like an ox. The second Ray started for the car, the man grabbed Ray and hit him hard. It was all so sudden, it felt like Ray was moving one minute and on the ground the next.
It took a moment for things to swim back into focus. By the time Ray’s brain came back online, he was being yanked to his feet. The cold steel against his throat made him stiffen with fresh fear. He felt the sharp edge of the knife dig into his skin.
“Walk,” the stranger said in his ear.
Ray walked. The guy’s grip was like an iron vise. They went twenty feet.
“Stop,” the stranger said.
Ray stopped. He noticed something on the ground. Two gasoline cans. Beside those, a pile of red bricks. Like paving stones.
Ray just looked at these items and breathed and touched his wounded ear. His breaths came faster, and his eyes stung with tears.
Eddie…
The stranger let go.
Run!
But Ray was frozen. And the stranger was behind him.
Then the stranger moved away, so that he was standing closer to the gasoline cans and the bricks. He’d stuck his knife away somewhere. His hands were empty when he opened them, indicating the items at his feet.
“Now, Ray,” he said, “time to choose.”



21




MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 12:48 A.M
It was late when Bufort swung up to the curb. Shannon checked to see if anyone was watching them, but aside from an old man pushing a shopping cart at the other end of the block, a few cars rolling through the intersection at Webster and Park, she was alone.
Bufort chugged a Snapple. He looked flushed, like he’d been working out. He finished drinking and wiped his mouth and handed her his phone, open to a profile page in their database: a man of about thirty, with narrow-set eyes, prematurely balding. Joe Carnahan.
“This is one of them?” she asked. There was a short list of possible assault victims associated with Deborah Greaney, and Reese and Bufort had been tracking them down.
“Long hair – well, in the back – kind of a hippie, but with a real bad attitude. Used to own a VW bus until about a year ago,” Bufort said. “He’s not only one of them, I think this is the guy. He had a date with Deborah Greaney and wound up getting his ass kicked. Go ahead and play the attached audio.”
Shannon glanced around. “Not until we get out of here.”
Bufort got rolling, and when they had left her territory behind, she started the audio file.
Bufort’s voice: “Can you please identify yourself for the record?”
The subject was a bit muffled, his voice gravelly. “Joe Carnahan.”
“Date of birth?”
“October fifth. 1981.”
“And where are we, Mr. Carnahan?”
“Huh? My place.”
“Can you state the address?”
After Carnahan mumbled the address, Bufort moved on to the pertinent question. “Can you tell me if you’ve been assaulted in the past two or three years?”
“If I been what?”
“Attacked. Beaten up.”
Carnahan was silent. Shannon held Bufort’s phone closer to her ear as he drove them through the city. The phone had picked up other sounds, like a TV in the background. Or maybe neighbors talking. Bufort said, “How about this. Ever seen this woman?”
More silence, then Bufort said, “I’m showing Mr. Carnahan a picture of a woman who uses the alias ‘Everly.’”
“I’ve never seen her before.” The lie changed the pitch of Carnahan’s voice, making it lower.
“Everly has identified you. I showed her several pictures, and she picked yours. As a john. As a john who solicited her and was assaulted after the encounter. Is this ringing any bells?” It was a bluff. Deborah Greaney hadn’t identified Carnahan.
“I guess I’d better call a lawyer, huh?”
“Mr. Carnahan, I’m not interested in charging you for solicitation. That’s not my job. I’m trying to catch someone who’s killing guys like you. Guys who solicited.”
“I’m not admitting to anything.”
“I’m interested in you as a witness,” Bufort clarified. “If you got beaten up, I need you to describe the attacker.”
Carnahan didn’t answer.
Shannon asked, “Did he say if he–?”
Bufort cut her off. “Here. Listen.”
“It was dark,” Carnahan said.
“The guy jumped me.”
Shannon exhaled. For a moment she’d wondered if the story was bunk.
On the recording, Bufort said, “Where did it happen?”
“Halfway home. I didn’t have a car. So I was walking back from the place.”
“Which place?”
“Some hotel. I met her there. We did our thing, then I’m going home, and this guy jumps outta nowhere. Sucker punches me.”
“Which hotel?”
“I don’t remember the name. If it even had one. Some flophouse.”
“Where?”
“Uh, Little Italy. Maybe Belmont. Somewhere around there, maybe.”
“Did he take anything from you?”
“No.”
“So he wasn’t mugging you.”
“I don’t know what he was doing. Maybe he was ’roided up, man. Drunk or something.”
“But you didn’t do anything to provoke him…”
“Nah, man.”
“What did he look like?”
“I told you I didn’t see him.”
“Not at all?”
“Just a little, maybe. His face was covered.”
“He was wearing a mask?”
“Like, a scarf. Over his mouth.”
“A handkerchief? A bandana?”
“No, a fucking scarf. Like, a neck scarf. It was cold. He must’ve pulled it up over his face.”
“But you could see his eyes.”
“Hey, man,” Carnahan said. “The guy came outta nowhere. Hit me from behind – you know what a sucker punch is?”
“Yes, I know what a sucker punch is.”
“So? He hit me, it buzzed me out. I tried to turn around, but he hit me again.”
“With his fists or something else?”
“His fists.”
“And you went down?”
“I didn’t ‘go down.’ Okay? He sucker punched me.”
“But you eventually were on the ground.”
Carnahan sighed. Talking about taking a beating was clearly uncomfortable for him. Insulting to his manhood. “Yeah, eventually I was on the ground. So?”
“How big was this guy?”
“Big.”
“Yeah? Because Everly, you know, she’s a pretty tall woman. She’s in good shape.”
Carnahan laughed a scratchy laugh. “Her? From what I remember, there’s nothing to her. She’s like Olive Oyl. This was like a Golden Gloves boxer, you know what I’m sayin’? And he hit me from behind, or maybe I would’ve taken him.”
The taping went on for another five minutes, with Bufort asking versions of the same questions and Carnahan giving the same answers, with zero embellishment.
When it was over, Shannon felt dissatisfied. “We need to find that hotel.”
“We’re looking. Reese said there’s five hotels in that area.”
“So what do you think?”
“Could be it was random,” Bufort said. He braked for a traffic light.
“Or could be that Deborah Greaney went and told someone, like a pimp, who then caught up with Carnahan.”
“Thought she didn’t have a pimp?”
“She says she doesn’t. But that’s why it would be helpful to know the location. To see if that timing is possible. For her to have left the hotel, told someone like her pimp, a boyfriend, a friend – and then that person goes after Carnahan.”
“How would the attacker know where Carnahan lives?” Bufort asked. “Or at least which way he was headed?”
Shannon was wondering the same thing. “She could’ve seen it on his driver’s license. He takes out his wallet to pay her; she sees it. He doesn’t have a car, but he does have a license. I just saw it in his file.”
“Why does she clock his license?”
“That’s what I want to ask him. I want to ask if he did something to be chosen.”
Bufort glanced over as he drove. “You’re in character. You’re not asking him.” He sighed, clearly not relishing the prospect of talking to Carnahan again, who seemed to stress him out. “I’ll do it.”
He made a U-turn in the road, and a taxi driver braked and laid on the horn.
    
SHANNON SAT in the Impala across the street from Carnahan’s apartment building. Bufort had taken her wire so she could listen in. A few minutes later, after Carnahan balked about police harassment and made more empty threats about getting a lawyer, Bufort got down to business, and she listened through the small receiver.
“How many times did you see Everly?”
“A few.”
“Be specific, please.”
“I don’t know. Three or four.”
“Is that your thing? Stay loyal to one sex worker?”
It took a few seconds. “I’ve been with other ones.”
“Okay. But with Everly, three or four times. And what would you do?”
“Kinda question is that, man? What’s your problem? You get off on this shit? You want to watch?”
“Did you have straight sex, or did you get kinky?”
“The hell does that mean? You know, women ought to be free to do whatever they want. That’s liberty. If a woman wants to make money from her body, that’s her right. Unless you want to live in a communist country. Coming after me is pointless.”
“Let’s call straight missionary, and kinky–”
“Man, I ain’t answerin’ this. Some guy jumped me, man. You should be out there looking for him. Or asking her. What does she say?”
“Don’t worry about what she says. I’m here for what you can tell me. You said he’s big – okay. He wore a neck scarf. Check. Otherwise it was dark, and you didn’t see anything because he attacked you from behind. What I need is motive. A guy doesn’t just roll you for no reason. Not take your wallet. Was he a friend of Everly’s?”
“How should I know?” Some of the fight had gone out of Carnahan.
“You ever take it somewhere she didn’t want to go?”
“I’m not answering that. That’s, like, a loaded question, right?”
“Ever rough her up? Get the juices flowing? Give her a little slap? Maybe choke her?”
“Unless you’re going to arrest me, I’m done talking. I have rights, man.”
“Maybe you liked the kinky stuff a little more than she did. Huh? Let’s leave it at that, Mr. Carnahan.”
Carnahan didn’t answer.
Shannon heard rustling, a scratching of fabric against the microphone as Bufort likely stood. He needed to get out of there. She could hear it in his voice – he was running out of patience.
Bufort said, “Do me a favor, Mr. Carnahan. Stay inside for the rest of the night. Maybe tomorrow, too. Because if I see you again, I won’t sucker punch you. I’ll come straight at you, so you can see me when I bash your teeth in. Okay?”
He delivered it with buttery calm. Shannon put her head down and shook it. Nothing usually got to Bufort. You could tell when he was riled because the sarcasm thickened. But this was different. Charlie. Come on…
He emerged from Carnahan’s building a minute later and crossed the street, his long legs taking big strides. He opened the door and slipped behind the wheel. “Don’t say anything,” he said.
“I’m not going to.”
He stripped the wire and pulled the transmitter out of his pocket and handed it to her so he could drive.
She asked him, “You okay?”
“I need another Snapple or something. Donuts.”
“It’s three a.m.”
“This is New York, Ames. If we can’t get donuts at three a.m., then what are we even doing here? Let’s–”
He broke off when his phone rang. “Bufort,” he said. His eyes went to Shannon as he continued listening. “Uh-huh. Got it.” And he rang off.
She already knew from his face.
He said, “We just got another one.”
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 3:11 A.M
“Anybody think this has something to do with baseball?”
It was the first thing anyone had said for about a minute. A crime scene photographer snapped the final picture of a badly beaten male victim. As she put her camera away, another tech placed special bags over the victim’s hands, preserving any evidence that might be under his fingernails.
The NYPD patrol cop who asked the question stood with his hands on his hips. His middle-aged belly pushed against a dark blue uniform. “I heard there was a guy burned over by Yankee Stadium. So I wonder.” He looked at Shannon.
“We’re considering everything,” Shannon said. She’d recognized the name – Roberto Clemente State Park – but had needed to research the rest on her phone. Clemente had played Major League baseball for the Pittsburgh Pirates. He’d been the first Latin American and Caribbean player to be enshrined in the National Baseball Hall of Fame. He’d died in a plane crash while helping deliver earthquake relief aid to Nicaragua.
Being the middle of the night and on the edge of the city, they were alone, no curious onlookers. Shannon had decided to chance being recognized. She’d pulled on an FBI sweatshirt from the trunk of the Impala and hung her ID around her neck. The ripped shorts must’ve seemed an odd choice of attire, and the NYPD cop kept checking out her legs.
But then he riveted back to the body. It was tough not to stare, even though the sight was repelling. The victim’s face was almost gone. Lost in a mass of blood and cuts and fractured bone. The head had become misshapen. There were bloody tears in the shirt and cuts on the arms, one on the neck. But it was mostly the head.
The victim looked bad. Similar to the others who’d suffered multiple blunt force traumas, but worse. And it wasn’t a mystery what had done it. The bricks lay all around him. Shannon counted eight of them. Though, perhaps more accurately, they were red paving stones. The kind you could buy at Lowe’s or Home Depot. To build that nice paved walkway into your home landscaping.
Eight of them. Enough to kill a man? Or had the killer needed to retrieve some and launch a second attack? Was he using them up close, or throwing them from a slight distance? Did he make a game out of it? Did he challenge himself? Why burn some victims and bludgeon others?
“Hey,” she said to the NYPD cop. “What does that look like to you?”
He frowned. “The body?”
She shrugged, meaning, the whole scene.
“Beaten to death with those pavers,” the cop said.
“Like a stoning,” Shannon agreed.
Burning some. Stoning others.
The cop stared, curiosity sparked in his gaze. He slowly nodded and swallowed. “Yeah. I can see that.” He looked at her eyes this time, not her legs. “You’re talking, like, Old Testament stuff.”
“Maybe.”
He shivered. “I don’t like that at all.”
    
SHE FOUND Bufort a few minutes later, talking to the New York State Parks and Recreation guy who’d called it in. The Parks guy was in his early twenties or so, pimples still on his face. He wore a gray uniform. He carried a flashlight but no gun. He stood there looking nervous and guilty as Bufort gave Shannon the rundown: “So, this place is twenty-five acres big. Down there past that building is a public pool. There’s picnic tables, a playground, basketball courts, a couple of ball fields. Mr. Hurd here was out doing his walk. They’re short a guy this week – it’s usually two of them.”
“Why is the other guy not here?” Shannon asked.
“His father is in the hospital.”
“Who would know that?” she wondered aloud.
Hurd shrugged and looked between Bufort and Shannon. “I’m not sure. He’s got a big family. Maybe some friends.”
Shannon connected eyes with Bufort. We should get to know them.
He gave a small nod, then jerked his thumb at the area behind them. “This is the waterfront esplanade. The start of it. You can see the river over there a little bit. And just to the south there, the tops of those trees, that’s Richman Plaza.”
The plaza contained two towering apartment buildings with below-market-rate rentals. Vehicles passed through a security gate.
Bufort said, “But you can pull up in front of the park and walk toward the plaza, then come up through a side gate.”
“Cameras?”
“We’re going to look at everything in the park, and NYPD is after the Richman Plaza stuff as we speak.”
He started across the esplanade toward the side gate. Shannon smiled at the nervous Parks kid and said, “Thank you. Someone will be back for your official statement.” Then she caught up with Bufort.
They passed through the open gate. Shannon noticed a simple padlock that had been busted open and hung askew. She spotted the camera next, mounted on a high concrete wall, aimed down. She couldn’t wait to see that footage.
They walked down a slight decline, fence to their left, concrete berm to their right, and came out on Richman Plaza. Parked at a slight angle was a green Ford Escort swarmed with crime scene technicians. As Shannon and Bufort approached, someone handed Bufort a manila envelope marked EVIDENCE. Bufort pulled out the vehicle registration sealed in a plastic bag. He glanced at it, then handed it to her.
“Raymond Turgenev,” she said quietly.
She turned and looked back on the esplanade, elevated from where she was, and thought of the man who lay there, gone from this world. Stoned to death. Like he’d been judged.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 7:45 A.M
Shannon woke up on the mattress and squinted around in the bright room. Dawn had just been breaking when she came back from the Turgenev crime scene, the eastern skies turning pink and gold. Full daylight now burned in the windows.
Her mind went immediately to the park. Roberto Clemente. A former marine turned pro baseball player. A Puerto Rican man who’d died a tragic death. Did it relate, or was it other features – the size of the park, the access, the missing guard – that mattered?
Very shortly, she was going to get footage of the killer. There was little doubt, since the camera was in working order, and the gate by Richman Plaza was clearly the way the killer had entered with the victim. The anticipation of that felt electric, lighting her up.
You’re talking, like, Old Testament stuff.
Was she? Did the MO – burnings and multiple blunt force traumas – reflect some biblical significance? They were definitely different MOs. Cheap, in a way. Utilitarian. Maybe that was what mattered. Even in a city full of guns, not everyone knew how to get one on the street. And a smart killer wouldn’t want to be on the books.
The MOs were also especially brutal. Messy. These men had been incinerated and pulverized. The methods were signs of a terribly dark individual. Someone with formidable willpower.
To light someone on fire, watch them burn. To beat them to death with large stones, maybe coming back for a second round…
The most ferocious strike had to come right away. Something to knock the victim out. Otherwise, he’d be screaming throughout the ordeal, and that was risky.
She thought about it for as long as she had to, then sat up. Two weeks ago she’d been waking in bed next to Caldoza. The memory was sweet but made her stomach bind with guilt – she’d been out of touch for days. The lack of communication suddenly loomed large. Like she’d forgotten about him for too long. Had she?
She dug out her real phone from a safe in the closet, then flopped back into the bed and texted him. Hey handsome.
Luck: he had his phone with him and was texting back. She could see the squiggly dots.
Hey.
It was a terse reply with a conspicuous absence of a flirty return compliment. Or maybe she was overthinking it.
She stayed optimistic: Got time to talk?
She waited for the dots. After a minute, she got up and went to the bathroom. When her phone vibrated on the sink beside her, she grabbed it before it could rattle itself into the drain. He was calling. “Hi,” she said, a smile in her voice.
“Hi. You doing okay? I just heard there was another victim.”
She eased off the toilet and closed the lid, then shut the door to the bathroom. There was one small window in the shower, multipaned, which didn’t open. She sat back down, figuring she was safe to talk in here. “It was pretty bad.”
“Yeah. Ah, man. So this thing is still going on.”
“We’re getting somewhere.”
“Yeah? Good. And you’re okay?”
“I’m okay,” she said automatically. “How are you? How’s Rafe?”
“He’s good. We’re good. I’m getting him in a few minutes, actually.”
“Oh yeah? You guys got any plans?”
Another brief silence. “Yeah. We’re going to that show. That kid thing where they jump around and play the drums and all that?”
Something pinged in the back of her mind – Caldoza’s parents had bought him and Rafe tickets over a month ago. She’d only just started dating Caldoza at that time – if you could call occasional lunches or dinners in between relentless work schedules “dating” – and his parents hadn’t known about her. Just before she’d taken the undercover assignment, he’d told her he was buying her a ticket, too. He’d planned to swap with someone and get them all sitting together for the show.
“STOMP,” she said, remembering the name of it.
“Yeah. That one. So we’re gonna check it out.”
“I’m sorry…”
“You’re working. I get it.”
She hesitated. “It’s gonna be over soon.”
What had she been about to say? This is just turning into something bigger than I’d thought. Bigger how? Because the killer’s MO had biblical elements? She didn’t know that yet.
And it was already “big,” at least on a personal level. She was in the Bronx, living the life of a prostitute. Getting into strange men’s cars, enduring those uncertain moments – slightly awkward, slightly fearful – as they drove her around the block. As they looked at her like a gift they were about to unwrap, or a meal they were about to bite into. Pulling her badge, hoping they didn’t flip out. Shaking them down for information.
“You still got the Micro?”
She thought of the small gun he’d given her, with the ankle holster, currently sitting in the safe in her closet. “I sold it. Got a good ten bucks for it.”
“Ten bucks. I could’ve gotten twelve, easy. But someone’s been backing you up?”
“Yeah. I’m safe.”
A silence ensued.
“Listen, I gotta roll out. Gotta go get the wee guy.”
“Okay.” She closed her eyes and cleared her head. “I hope you two have a great time. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. Will you tell Rafe I said hi? Give him a hug for me?”
“Yeah,” Caldoza said. “Be careful.”
“I will.”
She ended the call and put her face in her hands. She hadn’t expected him to call like that. By “chat” she’d meant some flirty texts. It hadn’t gone terribly, but it could’ve been better. There was a lack of conviction in his voice that weighted her heart.
Not long ago, she’d been unsure where she stood with Caldoza. He’d withheld critical information through several dates. An ex-wife? A four-year-old son? She loved kids, but this was her boyfriend’s son from a previous marriage – those things could get dicey. Was she ready to take that on while still a probationary agent with the FBI in one of the biggest cities in the world?
You’re not a probationary agent anymore.
That was beside the point. Now it was Caldoza who seemed unsure. Would it always be like this? One person chasing the other? Or was their relationship doomed – both of them cops, one of them a divorced father? Maybe this was all about being undercover. The conversation was awkward because she was here and he was there, with no guarantees when they might link up again.
Shannon leaned into the tub and turned on the water. She returned to the bedroom and put the phone back in the safe in the closet and started to disrobe.
But she stopped a moment, staring around, as if hypnotized by the white noise of the shower.
The image of Ray Turgenev’s beaten and bloodied skull surfaced in her mind. A flash of the crime scene camera briefly illumined the gore of blood and broken bone.
It switched to a blackened body amid a pile of rubble. Cormac Rand. Then again to an empty parking lot and the charred lump on the cracked asphalt that had been Jared D’Onofrio.
Her thoughts swung to the other men, the crime scene pictures from their files. Back alleyways and the quiet waterfronts. Bodies disfigured from blunt trauma or incinerated into blackened shells.
Shannon lowered to her knees beside the mattress. She put her hands on her legs and closed her eyes.
She slowed her breathing.
Prayer meant different things to different people at different times. From the Hebrew word sha’el: to ask, inquire, consult. From the Greek, erotao: to request or beseech.
She sought guidance. Confidence and calm.
First, through this thing with Luis Caldoza and his small son.
And through this case, which seemed to have taken a turn. Perhaps toward something she feared.
What?
She opened her eyes. A good question. But one without an answer.
    
“I’VE NEVER SEEN HIM BEFORE,” Greaney said, looking at the image on Shannon’s phone. Joe Carnahan stared into the camera for a recent mugshot.
Greaney bounced her knee, vibrating the table. The circles beneath her eyes had darkened. Her nose was red and runny, like she had a cold.
Withdrawal.
“That’s not what you said before,” Shannon pointed out.
“It isn’t? I remember saying I wanted my lawyer here if you talked to me again.”
“Deborah, I’m trying to help you. I really am.”
“I don’t want your help.”
Shannon pointed to Carnahan’s image. “He admitted to being with you. Admitted to being assaulted afterward. By a man in a scarf. You really don’t remember him?”
Greaney’s knee kept going, the chain fastening her to the table rattling along. “I’m with a lot of people. Can’t remember them all.”
“This guy seems just like the type you’re talking about. Maybe he went too far? Did he do something you didn’t like?”
Greaney grinned as she jackhammered her leg. “You’re like the Energizer Bunny. Remember that thing? You would’ve made a great hooker. Lot of energy. And you’re cute in a wholesome kind of way. Some guys like that. You know who you look like? What’s her name. Kate Mara. What are you? Are you Irish?”
Shannon slowly sat back and set the phone aside. Might as well indulge Greaney. At least she hadn’t taken the lawyer thing any further. Public defenders weren’t always available, and scheduling it could take days. Shannon didn’t have that kind of time. And Greaney wasn’t exactly trying to prove her innocence. Having the lawyer was just a way for her to exert some control. Maybe even to keep her on the right track. Like she was afraid of what she might say.
“A little bit Irish,” Shannon said about her heritage. “A little French, a little everything.”
Greaney nodded. She sniffed. Having fallen silent, she stared at the table.
Shannon took a sip of the coffee in front of her. The prayer, shower, and coffee were all helping, but it didn’t entirely wipe the fatigue. Three hours of sleep was not enough.
Now or never.
“I think you’re covering for someone,” she said to Greaney.
The suspect kept her eyes down. “Why would I do that?”
Shannon grabbed her phone and swiped until she had the picture she wanted. A man smiling, standing in front of the bar he owned. It was a photo from a Bronx newspaper that’d covered the bar’s grand opening five years prior.
Shannon slid it under Greaney’s downcast gaze. “This is Raymond Turgenev.”
Greaney looked. She ran a tongue over her cracked lips and continued to bounce her leg. “Never seen him before.”
“You’re sure?”
“Uh-huh.”
Shannon withdrew the phone again. “He was murdered last night. Around one o’clock in the morning.”
Greaney’s jitteriness subsided. She kept her eyes down. “That’s too bad,” she said. “I’m sorry to hear it.”
“You’ve never seen him before?”
“No. I told you.”
“But you’re still confessing to Cormac Rand and all the others.”
“Yes,” Greaney said.
But it lacked something. Enthusiasm wasn’t quite the word. It almost seemed like she’d been given disappointing information. She was let down, a little. Even saddened.
“All right,” Shannon said with a sigh. “One more.”
She found the mugshot of David Leonidas, the pimp with the teardrop tattoo. She slid the phone over to Greaney.
Greaney wiped her eyes. “What about him?”
“You know him?”
“Not really.” Her eyes came up. She started to bounce her leg again.
“But you recognize him.”
Greaney leaned in, a sudden sneer on her lips. “I’m not going to tell you what you want to hear, all right? So take your lily-white bullshit and fuck off.”
Shannon leaned in, too. “I can help you. Let me help you.”
“No. You can’t.”
They stared at each other. Then Greaney stood. She shuffled to the door and knocked. The guard opened up. Greaney was brought out into the corridor. She didn’t look back.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 10:10 A.M
The shot was grainy, digital lag making shadows into shifting, oily blotches. Then two men emerged out of the gloom. The man in front was Ray Turgenev. Behind him, an unknown subject in a face mask.
The camera angled down, making it harder to judge height. The killer kept a distance from Turgenev, challenging a good comparison of the two. Forensic videographers would analyze it. For now, the consensus was that he was male, in his thirties or possibly early forties, about six feet tall, a hundred and seventy pounds. Slightly larger than average.
The two men moved up the walkway toward the gate. The gate was not in view, but Shannon had oriented herself to the spot earlier that morning. It was moments away from Turgenev’s death.
“Can you freeze it?”
Agent Jenna Reese tapped a key, and the video stopped in place. She operated the playback on the computer at her desk, Shannon beside her.
Shannon leaned toward the screen and studied Turgenev. He looked haunted, for sure. Conflicted. Torn between fight or flight.
She’d learned about him over the past few hours. Married, no children. Similar to D’Onofrio in that way. The bar Turgenev owned was just a couple of miles from where he was killed. His wife was in a hospital on the east side of the borough, sick with a form of lupus that was taking a severe toll. Despite that, Turgenev’s life seemed stable. Enough to live for. She bet he’d put up a fight. That the cuts on his arms and neck were from the killer.
Shannon’s phone tickled her leg.
“Ames,” Gorgas said when she answered, “how are you?”
“I’m good. What can I do for you?”
“I guess it’s pretty clear we’ve got someone other than Deborah Greaney out there.”
She looked at the frozen face of Ray Turgenev, and behind him, a man wearing black, his face concealed. Just points of light for eyes.
“I think it’s clear, yes.” Just a little sarcasm. Bufort would approve.
“Maybe a copycat,” Gorgas said.
She took a breath. “I don’t think so, sir. I think this is our suspect.”
“Because of this thing with Carnahan? Because Carnahan took it too far? Our killer is a twisted women’s advocate?”
“I’m not sure about his motive,” Shannon admitted. “But I do think it’s compelling that it’s someone Greaney knows. Someone in her life.”
“Well, we’ve turned everybody upside down in Greaney’s life. Turned them over and shook them out.” Gorgas was trying to be patient, she could tell. He said, “But no boyfriends. No one even close to a boyfriend. No brother, either. Nothing. Drug dealers and drug addicts and unemployed waifs. Lowlives and other sex workers.”
“And pimps.”
He paused, perhaps considering. “A pimp going after clientele?”
“Or a competitor.”
“We’ve got six pimps we know about in control of tracks through Morrisania, Highbridge, and Mott Haven. I think we need more before we fully descend on the Bronx again. I’ve been there, done that, and it turned everyone to stone. We start rounding everybody up, and we risk blowing the whole operation. We could disrupt your cover.”
It was true – pimps controlled their territory. They talked to one another. It was a network.
“Tell me about the video,” Gorgas said.
“After the killer forces the victim to enter the park from the side gate, we see nothing for seven minutes and thirty-one seconds. Then the killer shows up again, leaving. On his way, he looks up into the camera.”
“Son of a bitch,” Gorgas said.
She put her phone on speaker and continued to relay the information. New York State Parks and Rec had multiple cameras throughout the park – twenty-seven in all. But most were located throughout the recreation center or at the Olympic-sized pool, the ball fields, and so on. There were eleven perimeter cameras, three at the main entrance, and seven located around the boundary of fencing and concrete walls. One was at the side entrance – which wasn’t a public entrance, since it was technically on Richman Plaza property.
Shannon said, “The owner of Richman Plaza, a corporation that also owns several restaurant chains and hotels and other apartment complexes, is in a dispute with New York Parks and Rec.”
“Oh boy, here we go,” Gorgas said.
“The dispute is over who should fund either a proper locking mechanism with a keypad entry, or replace the gate with continuous fencing. Richman Plaza’s position is that since Parks and Rec put the fence in the wrong spot in the first place, it’s their issue.”
“I bet it is.”
“And Parks and Rec have been unable to obtain the proper work permits and fund the project, since it’s not on state property.”
“For God’s sake…”
“The dispute has been going on for almost ten years,” Shannon said.
Meaning that, in the interim, a simple padlock hung on the gate. One that was vulnerable to a man seeking to gain forcible entry. If he knew about it. Which wouldn’t be too hard. A killer who seemed highly knowledgeable of the area, or at least proficient at scouting it, would be checking for weak points just like this one. Places he could enter and exit without much fuss.
“What did he use to get in?” Gorgas asked.
The video showed the same man in the mask had been there earlier in the night. He’d approached with a flathead axe and a Halligan bar, a tool that looked similar to a crowbar, but with a claw at one and a tapered pick at the other.
After Shannon relayed that fact to Gorgas, Reese added, “Those are firefighter tools. Used together, the axe and the Halligan are called ‘the irons.’”
“So are we thinking about firefighters?” Gorgas asked. “What about Parks and Rec? This security guy – what’s his name…”
“Hurd.”
“He doesn’t hear some guy bashing open a padlock with… whatever you said? A Halligan?”
Reese had images on the screen showing the bustled padlock. “When a padlock fractures, it’s usually the latch cut on the shackle,” she said. “Or at the base of the shackle where it swivels down on the inside. It actually doesn’t take a tremendous amount of force to fail. One guy can do it if he’s got the irons. He raises the axe and strikes broadside down on the Halligan tool. Once, maybe twice, and he’s in. It might not have made much sound to notice.”
Shannon added, “I think our unsub was casing the park long enough to know that they were down one security guard whose father was dying. The killer is a planner, but he’s also an opportunist. My guess is he has several options for kill sites at any one time. Backup places he can go if he needs to. This one was good for what he needed, when he needed it. Hardly anyone around and only one gate to get through.”
From there, he’d known where to go. One of the two cameras on the esplanade picked him up, but only for a second as he walked through frame. The corner where he’d beaten Turgenev to death was out of view. Again, prompting suspicion about a Parks and Rec insider. But, Shannon thought, it might be obvious enough, just by observing the angles of the cameras. They didn’t swivel, but were fixed. And what did he care, anyway? He was wearing a mask and dressed in black.
That last moment said it all – that glance over the shoulder as he left – he knew he was being watched. Everything was under his control.
“All right,” Gorgas said. “So it sounds like we need to look at local fire departments. Someone who knows his way around, knows how to get in and out of tight places, bust through locks.”
“There’s one more thing,” Shannon said.
Gorgas waited.
“After the unsub breaks the lock, he comes back again. He’s carrying gasoline, and he’s carrying a heavy bag.”
“A heavy bag,” Gorgas mused. “Like paving stones?”
“Yes. He left the stones and kept the bag. It’s over his shoulder when he leaves the last time. But the point is–”
“He brings both,” Gorgas finished. “Gasoline and paving stones.”
“That’s right.”
They fell silent, both of them running it through their minds: In the case of Turgenev, the killer coming prepared with two possible murder weapons. Maybe since circumstances might dictate the need for one over the other? Suspect types ranged from pimps to firefighters to angry ex-boyfriends. Shannon fought the feeling that they were no closer to any answers.
She thought a moment. “Sir? You said you’ve gone through all of Greaney’s contacts?”
“Yes.”
“How about her family?”
Gorgas hesitated. “I sent someone over when we picked her up. Mother lives in Queens, father is deceased. The talk with the mother was brief. She hasn’t seen Greaney in three years. And Greaney hasn’t lived there for ten.”
“I’d like to go there next.”
Gorgas cleared his throat. “Fine. Let me know if you get anywhere.”
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 1:56 P.M
Q ueens. 109 square miles. 2.3 million residents. 850,000 units of housing in a dazzling display of eclectic architecture. Greaney’s childhood home in Flushing was a cute redbrick row house with a white peaked roof.
Shannon pulled up to the curb a few doors down, checked herself in the mirror, and walked up the sidewalk to the house. The door opened before she even knocked. “Are you Agent Ames?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Shannon showed her ID.
Victoria Greaney was forty-nine years old. She was unemployed. According to the paperwork, she lived off her husband’s life insurance. James Greaney had worked for the city doing sanitation and died in an accident.
Victoria glanced up and down the street. “Come in.”
She led Shannon down a hallway, past a staircase, to a kitchen in the back of the narrow house. “I made coffee,” Victoria said. “How do you take it?”
“Cream and sugar, please.”
The kitchen was cute and cluttered. The entry from the hallway was separated from the cooking area by a counter. A round table with four chairs occupied the corner, beside a window overlooking a neighboring house mere yards away. A framed photo of a grade-school-aged girl hung on the wall. The picture looked recent.
“Can I ask who that is?” The girl was vaguely familiar through the eyes and lips. She wore her hair in cute pigtails. She was maybe nine or ten.
“That’s my granddaughter.” Victoria carried the two coffees to the round table and set them down. She seemed to tense, a defensive pride in her eyes, tightening her mouth.
Shannon asked the question delicately: “Is she Deborah’s daughter?”
Victoria was silent so long that Shannon looked away from the picture and at her.
“Yes. That’s Kimmy. That’s Deborah’s little girl. Please… sit down.”
Shannon took one of the seats. Victoria lit a cigarette. Her frizzy red hair was thinning and pulled back with banana clips. She wore a patterned blouse, a kind of leafy paisley that nearly matched the drapes.
“Deborah was pregnant before she turned sixteen. We were mortified. Jimmy was still alive then. It really upset him. But we would never turn her away. We told her she would have the baby, and we would help her to raise it. And she would stay in school.” Victoria looked into her coffee, thinking. “But Deborah is a strong-willed girl. You wouldn’t know it to see her… Well, I guess you have seen her. How is she doing?”
Shannon was direct. “I’ll be honest, she’s having a tough time. But she’s safe, and she’s where she can get help if she needs it. Mrs. Greaney… I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you sooner. To talk to you.”
A different emotion seemed to unwind in Victoria’s eyes. Guilt, maybe. “I didn’t say anything to the one who came here the other week. From the FBI. I didn’t tell him about Kimberly. Does that mean I’m in trouble?”
“No. Not at all. I’ll say this – the FBI was pretty sure your daughter did these things. We had pretty much everything we needed in terms of evidence. And she confessed to it.”
Shannon waited to see if Victoria would push back. My daughter would never say she did something like that. This is impossible…
Instead, Victoria put fingers to her lips, shaking her head. “I can’t have anyone say something to Kimmy. I’ve had newspeople out front of my house, day and night. They only just recently moved off. Hopefully onto some other scent. Kimmy has missed so much school. I just put her back in yesterday.”
Victoria flicked her cigarette into an ashtray shaped like a pink oyster shell.
Shannon said, “I’m not sure your daughter did this. For one thing, there’s been another murder while Deborah was in county jail.”
“Of course it wasn’t her,” Victoria said. “Debbie’s never been violent. If anything, she was always too quick to follow people. Too impressionable.”
Strong-willed, but impressionable. Greaney was a walking contradiction.
“She’s sticking to her story,” Shannon said, “even though she can’t be responsible for the latest victim. Can you think of why?”
Victoria met Shannon’s gaze, then looked into the kitchen and smoked. “Deborah hasn’t been here in years. And even when she was here – the last time – Kimmy was in kindergarten. Debbie got into an argument with me and said she was leaving.”
Shannon took out a small notepad. She did it furtively so as not to make Victoria self-conscious. The woman didn’t seem to notice. “Debbie tried to go to the school. To get Kim. I had to chase her down.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Debbie was a minor when she had the baby, so it gave us some leeway with the courts. We got placement of Kimmy when Deborah ran away at sixteen. She doesn’t have the same parental rights – she forfeited those. So she knew she didn’t have a leg to stand on. If she took Kimmy, we could arrest her. Plus, she was using. Heroin. So we made a deal with her. Jimmy and I told her if she went to rehab, if she got clean and sober, we’d start visitation. The whole thing is the drugs. What it does to these poor kids… The hooks it puts into them.”
Shannon was jotting some of it down. “I completely understand. So – did she go to rehab?”
“Odyssey House,” Victoria said, nodding. She stubbed out her cigarette.
Shannon wrote that, too. “Is that around here?”
Victoria took the ashtray to the sink and washed it. “It’s in the city. We wanted to get her in somewhere right away, and we went with the first place. Maybe it was a mistake. I don’t know.”
Shannon thought about it. “How is Kimmy doing these days?”
Victoria brightened. She returned to the table with the clean ashtray. “Oh, she’s a smart girl. Such a smart girl. Eight years old and in the third grade already – she’s a September birth. Just had a birthday on the fourteenth.”
“Happy birthday to her. I bet it was a great one.”
“It was before all of this.”
Shannon nodded somberly. The question still hung in the air – why Deborah would lie.
Victoria said, “Jimmy died while she was in there, at the rehab. We had a big funeral – Jimmy is Irish Catholic. People always wondered what we were doing together, an Irish Catholic man and a debutante woman. But we loved each other. And Jimmy has a huge family. Everyone was there… except for Jimmy’s only daughter. She was in rehab in the city, and I was standing there, holding her baby girl.”
Shannon let it all sink in. “Did you talk to Deborah after she got out?”
“No. They notified me that she’d left before she finished the program.”
“That must have been difficult for you.”
Victoria shrugged. “It is what it is. Everything happens for a reason. Maybe Kimmy and Debbie weren’t meant to be together. Maybe something bad would’ve happened. She knows she can’t come back here until she’s clean. Until she’s ready. But now… I don’t know. This can’t be her. This can’t be Debbie. And if she’s lying for someone else, I can only think it has to do with drugs. Is she using again? The papers weren’t clear. But I did see something about drug arrests.”
“She was tested for drugs when she was processed into county jail. I’m sorry to say she was positive for heroin use.”
Victoria looked sad, but unsurprised.
“Victoria, right now I’d like to talk with you about the people in Deborah’s life. All the way back to her youth. Friends, acquaintances… It might be nothing, but it helps me to get to know her. Because I want to help her.”
Victoria was willing. They spent the next twenty minutes discussing Greaney’s childhood, with Victoria smoking two more cigarettes and rinsing the ashtray after each one. The secondhand smoke sparked an urge to ask for one. But Shannon resisted.
Before teen pregnancy and drugs, Deborah Greaney had been on the high school swim team. She hadn’t exactly been an honor student – “too much of a dreamer,” Victoria capitulated. The boy who’d gotten her pregnant was still living in the neighborhood, working construction. He was married with two children of his own. Victoria saw him around now and then, and he would smile, but he’d never indicated a desire to be part of Kimberly’s life.
After the talk, Victoria allowed Shannon to look around. Upstairs were two bedrooms. Kimberly had taken Deborah’s old room. There was little sign of Deborah left. Since Victoria was sticking close as Shannon browsed the girl’s things – a My Little Pony bag with toy horses in it, lots of board games, books about unicorns – she asked Victoria how much Kimberly knew about her mother.
“Not much,” Victoria admitted. “She used to ask. I told her that her mother was sick, and that she had to stay away until she got better. But she doesn’t ask anymore.”
In the master bedroom, a large crucifix hung above a sort of shrine to Victoria’s late husband. Shannon bent and studied the photographs – Jim Greaney in a hard hat, Jim Greaney smiling with buddies, Jim Greaney in a huge group of ruddy-faced men and women who resembled him. And one with him in a church holding little Deborah’s hand as she stood in a white dress.
“That’s Debbie’s First Communion.” Victoria pulled a photo album from a drawer and showed Shannon pictures of a huge gathering in a church, many of those same ruddy-complexioned men and women present.
Shannon caught Victoria’s eye. The woman’s lip was trembling, her fingertips brushing the image of her child.
Shannon touched her shoulder. “I’m going to help your daughter.”
“Thank you,” said Victoria, and she burst into tears.
    
SHANNON WATCHED as the school bus showed up. She was in the Impala, a couple of houses away, having left Victoria just minutes before. The air brakes hissed as the bus came to a stop. Seconds later, a young girl came bounding out, wearing a backpack half as big as she was. She threw her arms around Victoria. The two of them waved to the bus. As the brakes hissed again and it rumbled onward, they continued up the walkway.
Victoria looked down and said something. The girl said something back, then went running ahead with that same energy. She flung open the door and entered the house. Victoria stopped in the doorway, looked up and down the street, and then followed.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 3:34 P.M
Kimberly’s school wasn’t far away, and Shannon slowly rolled past, observing the playground behind the wrought-iron gate – the swing sets and the slide and the monkey bars. She let her thoughts unwind.
Greaney had dropped out at sixteen and run away. Victoria said her daughter had stayed with some extended family for a time. Jimmy had wanted to go after her, but Victoria had counseled to let things cool down. In the end, it might have been the wrong move, because Greaney had then vanished from the relative’s. Victoria wasn’t sure where she’d gone from there. But suspicions were: friends of the boy who’d gotten her pregnant. He’d been only a year older but was known to hang out with much older kids, kids that were technically adults, with cars and apartments. And drug businesses.
Shannon thought about looking him up, dropping in for a quick talk, but decided against it. Some kid from ten years ago, now twenty-seven, with two of his own kids? A phone call would do. So she tried him and left a message and sat a moment outside the school.
The Impala’s engine idled.
Where to next?
She flipped through her notepad. Maybe she’d try Odyssey House.
    
ODYSSEY HOUSE WAS state of the art, everything clean and white and steel. The paintings in the hallway were big, museum-sized pieces. Abstract stuff. Kind of scary.
“We don’t sugarcoat it here,” said the man walking toward her. He stuck out a hand. “Michael Kincaid. I’m the director. You must be from the bureau? The one who just called?”
She confirmed her name and showed him her billfold.
“Nice to meet you.” He seemed to be eyeing her haircut. He was in his forties and in good shape. Tall and handsome. Graying around the edges of his short wavy hair.
“Thanks for seeing me.” Her gaze drifted back to the paintings. She counted seven in the main hallway between the entrance and the locked doors farther down.
“Addiction can be a hellish experience,” Kincaid said. “To move toward the light, you first have to recognize you’re in a dark place.”
“Where do these come from?”
“We get them from private collections, from galleries, museums. Would you like to see Nina? She’s my art person. I like them, but I don’t have the first clue how to procure them.”
“I think that’s all right,” Shannon said. It was getting late, and she was planning on a trip to the morgue next. Lots to follow up on with Turgenev.
Kincaid smiled politely. “So how can I help you?”
She had a few basic questions – and since Deborah Greaney was a suspect in a murder investigation, she had a right to get past client confidentiality. Kincaid had already guessed her purpose when she called – Greaney was in the news. A former patient. He was cooperative, but there wasn’t much he could offer, he said. “She was like a lot of the patients we see. Part of her wanted to be here, but in the end it wasn’t enough to keep her here. They have to want it.”
He gave Shannon the tour: a group meeting room flooded with fluorescent light and hard plastic seats, a common area where patients lounged on couches, watching TV, reading, playing games. “We don’t allow the internet in here,” Kincaid said. “And the TV only has a few channels.”
They moved on to the patient rooms. A vertical rectangular window gave them a view through the door to Greaney’s old room. A young man was on the bed, reading. He looked up. Kincaid pressed a button on an intercom. “Just showing someone the room. Thanks.”
Last, Kincaid took her through the cafeteria. “We’re big believers in diet here. ‘Let thy food be thy medicine.’ People don’t realize how much mood and emotion is connected to our nutritional intake. It’s not a panacea, but we see diet and exercise greatly increasing the odds of successful recovery.”
Shannon noted the huge salad bar, the menus on the wall behind the kitchen line. Vegan sausage and hummus sandwiches and homemade soups all on offer.
There were more paintings along the way to Kincaid’s office. One captured her attention, and she stopped to have a better look. It wasn’t as big as the others, but compelling: a man’s muscular body with a bull’s head. She supposed the style was realism. Fantasy realism, if that was a thing. The bull-headed man posed for his portrait with an almost regal air. The horns were sharp and polished, the black nostrils slightly flared. The cold and dark eyes glinted with deceit. Like the creature was outwitting you. A plan in action behind the scenes that you couldn’t see.
“We have different modules in the brain,” Kincaid said.
“Sorry?”
He stood next to Shannon as they took in the painting. “A falsehood about addiction is that the addiction needs to be suppressed. But you can’t suppress an addiction. You’ve got to build up something better and more alluring – a new module – that will replace the bad module.”
It almost sounded like he was talking about computers, but she understood the lingo. When she’d been a psychology grad student, borderline personality disorder and bipolarity were all anyone could talk about. More recently, the psychology community had concerned itself with EMDR – a kind of therapy based on hemispheres of the brain. But DID was the latest big one – dissociative personality disorder. Many modern therapists considered everyone to be somewhere on the DID spectrum.
She said to Kincaid, “Before I went into the FBI, I was a clinical psychologist.”
“Really?” He seemed genuinely interested. “Did you work in private practice?”
“I worked at a county clinic and frequently evaluated violent offenders in jail.”
“Wow. Okay.”
“Almost every one of them had either been physically or sexually traumatized or both.”
Kincaid was sort of nodding and shaking his head at the same time. “Yes. Absolutely. We’re at a point where we have to be asking ourselves – have we criminalized mental health disorders? The concept of personality disorders has to be pretty much thrown right out. Mental health issues almost always stem from trauma.”
“It’s true,” she said. “But we have to keep people safe.”
“Of course.”
It was more than she’d intended to say. Better to move on now and not give Kincaid the wrong idea. He kept giving her those little looks. Perhaps being here in a setting that was somewhat familiar – a call back to her brief time as a clinician – was loosening her lips. Maybe she was nervous. She had both a clinical understanding of human behavior and a spiritual sense of good and evil. They didn’t always mix. And neither viewpoint proved conclusive.
Kincaid brought them to his office. Shannon only had one last question, one she felt comfortable asking now that they were in private. “Did Deborah Greaney seem traumatized to you?”
He perched on the edge of his desk. The office was small, full of books and manuals, one window letting in the light. “I’ve been thinking about this since you called. Well, since I read about all of this in the paper, really. When I met Deborah, I thought she was pretty typical. She didn’t seem to have a history of trauma – no. Her parents seemed to genuinely want to help her.”
“I’ve met her mother. She seems very sincere.”
“I remember Victoria. And Jim. To be honest, the treatment here is not cheap. His city worker health insurance didn’t cover much. And Deborah… she struck me as a casualty. Someone vulnerable who had gotten in with the wrong crowd. That said, I don’t believe the drug itself causes the addiction so much as it unlocks the addiction waiting in the person. She just seemed like a vulnerable person is what I’m saying. Vulnerable to herself, to others. Maybe a little naïve.”
Shannon stuck out her hand. “Thank you, Doctor.”
He seemed taken aback by the abruptness. But then he smiled and shook with her. “It’s been my pleasure. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything else.” His cheeks turned a darker pink. “Or if you just want to talk shop.”
“I appreciate that. For now, I’ll show myself out. Thanks again.”
She left the office and started down the corridor toward the entrance. She glanced at the other paintings hanging in this section as she went. Before she’d made it out of the front doors, her phone buzzed. Agent Bufort.
“You in the Bronx?” he asked.
“Close.”
“Okay. I’ve got somebody you’re really going to want to meet.”
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 5:06 P.M
Shannon watched through the glass as Agent Gorgas interviewed a witness.
Her name was Candy. Dyed-red hair, red lips as polished as her fingernails. She seemed terrified.
“He got in the back,” she said. “We were just sitting there…”
“You and the victim,” Gorgas confirmed. “Mr. Turgenev.”
“I didn’t know his last name. He said Ray. At first he was kind of, like, agitated. Like he was going to be a problem. But he was real nervous.”
“Like how? Like it was his first time?” Gorgas put his foot up on a chair and leaned on his knee. He wore leather cowboy boots.
“No.” She shook her head. “It’s because he was looking for someone.”
“Who?”
“Everly.”
Shannon felt an invisible grab at her heart. Bufort gave her a look. He mouthed two words: Oh boy…
In the interview room, Gorgas said, “Why was he looking for her?”
“For a date. But I told him I’d take care of him…” Candy’s knee started to bounce. She sniffed back tears and mucous. It reminded Shannon of Greaney.
“This Everly – she have a pimp?”
Candy shook her head. “Uh-uh. No.”
“You sure she never had anybody she worked for?”
“She didn’t work a lot. Like, some of us, we work a lot. Everly… you didn’t see her all the time. But she didn’t have nobody. You never saw her texting her pimp, nothing.”
Gorgas glanced at the glass, like he could see Shannon in the viewing room, even though the surface was reflective on his side. He raised his eyebrows, as if to say, See? No pimp. He turned back to Candy. “Then what happened? You’re sitting there in the car. What’s Ray saying?”
“He’s asking me if we can go to a hotel.”
“And do you?”
“Yeah.”
“Where?”
“The Jet Set.”
“The Jet Set Hotel? In Belmont?”
Candy nodded.
Gorgas said, “Okay, so you’re getting ready to head over to the Jet Set…”
Candy wrinkled her nose. She looked confused a moment, then shook her head. “No, we were already there.”
“Which was it?”
“We were there.”
“Is this a place where you usually see clients? Have dates?”
“Yeah.”
“How about other girls?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
“Everly? She go on dates there?”
“Sometimes. There’s a few hotels.”
“Places where the owner looks the other way. Or takes a cut. Right?”
Candy didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. With or without pimps, most sex workers relied on facilitators in some form. Hotel owners. Driving services. Phone books. Alternative newspapers. Even advertisers like Craigslist and Backpage.
“So why didn’t you go in?” Gorgas asked.
“Like I said, he was nervous. He kept talking. He was worried about Everly.”
“Worried how?”
“That she got picked up. By police. And he told me about his wife. And he had a funny ear.”
“Funny ear?”
“Like missing a piece.” Candy pinched at her earlobe.
“And he was worried about Everly. He knew she’d been picked up?”
“Not until I told him. I think in the papers, it used her real name. Deborah something.”
“Okay, so then what?”
Candy took a shuddering breath. “We were sitting there talking, and a guy jumps in the back, like I said. And he… he puts a knife to my throat. And I… I just couldn’t do anything…”
Candy was trying to be tough, Shannon thought, but the memory was getting to her. A knife to your throat couldn’t be easy, no matter who you were. Especially with a maniac killer on the other end of it.
A technician shared the room with Shannon and Bufort. He sat in front of a small, lighted instrument panel. While Candy pulled herself together, Shannon leaned over and asked the tech, “Is he hooked in?”
The tech nodded. “Yeah, I can talk to him. What’s up?”
“She said Ray was agitated. Can you have Agent Gorgas ask her if the victim got rough with her? Before there was a guy with a knife.”
The tech asked the question. Gorgas was in mid-sentence with a question of his own, but fell silent, listening through the small earbud he wore. He seemed to think a moment, to weigh up whether Shannon’s question was more important than his own. He went with it. “Candy? This guy, Ray, he get rough with you?”
She shook her head. “No.”
Shannon was quick to the tech: “Ask her if he admitted ever getting rough with Everly.”
The tech relayed it.
Gorgas looked annoyed as he listened. But he asked Candy the question. And she shook her head again. “I’m telling you, this guy wasn’t like that. I know all types. I know the ones who look like altar boys and still like to smack you around, and this wasn’t him. He got a little agitated, but that was it.” Candy glanced at the mirror on her side, perhaps realizing Gorgas had been fed those last questions. “The guy put a knife to me, okay? I’m trying to tell you what happened.”
Shannon stepped away from the tech, resolving to keep quiet. Still, it seemed like a big hole blown in one of her theories: that the killer had some twisted sense of chivalry. That he might even see himself as a vigilante. But this Ray Turgenev seemed to be nonviolent. What was she missing? She decided to just listen.
Candy described the horror of the night. How the masked man made them drive across town to Roberto Clemente Park. How he kept the knife on her the whole time until they were there. Until he took Ray out of the car and forced him into the park. How Turgenev tried to run, but the killer hit him. Hit him hard.
“I couldn’t see the whole thing,” she said. “But he was fast. He was strong.”
Gorgas interrupted, “What about you? Why didn’t you run?”
“This is what I’m trying to tell you,” Candy said, exasperated. “He knew everything about me. He knew my real name, my address – and he knew about my baby. He threatened my kid.”
Shannon went back to the console, bypassing the tech. She jammed the TALK button with her thumb and moved her mouth to the slim microphone. “A baby or a kid? How old? Boy or girl?”
“Ames! Let me conduct–” Gorgas cut himself off, regained his composure. “Tell me about your child.”
“My son. Delray. He’s seven. He stays with his grandparents. But they went away this weekend. They was going upstate to see the colored leaves and everything. I don’t think he knew that. I couldn’t just sit there anymore. I was freaking out. You don’t understand what this guy was like, okay? This guy was like… The things he said and did…” Candy cried and shook her head, unable to finish.
Shannon couldn’t resist. One last question – she pressed the button and spoke into the mike. “Did the killer make any religious references?”
Gorgas listened, then relayed it.
“Religious?” Candy was dubious. “No. Nothing.”
Bufort looked at Shannon with his eyebrows up.
She pulled out her phone. “I’ve got a call to make.”
    
TYLER AGREED to send someone over to Victoria Greaney’s house.
“They need to be watched twenty-four seven,” Shannon said to him on the phone.
“Okay. I heard you. We’ll make it happen.”
“I think this is what he does. He finds sex workers he can leverage. Ones who are susceptible to him. Ones with children he can threaten to hurt if they don’t go along with him.”
She watched Candy, her mascara streaked from crying, looking broken and scared in the interview room. Gorgas was still interviewing, asking her to describe the knife in detail.
Tyler said, “We’re not seeing prints from other sex workers in the victims’ cars.”
“There was one vehicle that had prints from another worker.”
Tyler paused. “You’re right. I stand corrected.”
Shannon left the viewing room and moved down the hallway. “And there may be other victims we haven’t found yet. Or this could be him trying to get someone else he can use now that Everly is off the street.”
As she spoke, her phone beeped in her ear – an incoming call. But she wanted to finish her conversation with Tyler. “You see what I mean? They’re his way to the victims.”
Shannon’s phone vibrated, this time it was a text. Tyler was in mid-response, but she cut him off. “Hang on, sir, someone is really trying to get a hold of me…”
Jenna Reese had called. Then she’d texted Urgent.
“Agent Tyler? I gotta go.”
Tyler seemed distracted. “I’m seeing it too. Someone trying to reach you directly through the hotline…”
“Call you back.”
She got on with Reese next, who explained it: “I’ve got someone on the line for you, Agent Ames. He called the hotline with information but said he’d only give it to you.”
Her heart picked up a little speed. “Okay, put him through.”
“He says his name is Cormac Rand.”
“Cormac Rand?” It was the name of the second-to-last victim.
“I’m connecting you now.”
Shannon stared out at the city, waiting, her heart picking up its rhythm. She walked toward the bank of windows overlooking downtown Manhattan, the bridges crossing into Brooklyn, a slice of the Atlantic Ocean. A door opened behind her, and Bufort walked out, frowning at his phone. He opened his mouth and looked at Shannon as she held up a finger – hang on.
Then someone was breathing in her ear. She’d been connected.
“Agent Ames,” a male voice said.
“Mr. Rand? You asked for me?”
“Yes,” he said. “I did.”
She waited.
“I wanted to talk to you. It will just take a minute. Just the two of us.”
Shannon snapped her fingers and pointed to her phone, nodding. Bufort got the hint. She had a recording app but didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize the call. Bufort activated the recorder on his own phone and held it close. Shannon quickly put her phone on speaker mode. “Sure. Of course we can talk. Who are you?”
“I’m Mr. Rand. Mr. Whatever. And I want to talk to you – but, please. Just you. Can you take me off speaker?”
Due to the echo in the hallway, perhaps, her voice had changed quality. She switched back. “Okay, it’s just us. It would be easier for me to talk if I had something else to call you.”
A pause. “I’ve been watching you.”
“Watching me? I’m not sure I understand.” She tried to put the voice to a face – David Leonidas? Possibly. But the diction was different.
“I don’t mean that in a bad way,” he said. “I mean watching how you are. Observing you.” He paused. “I noticed you. That’s all.”
“Noticed me where?”
“Well, on TV, for one thing. The media killer case. That seemed like a tough one. Was it?”
She pinched her eyes shut a moment. Damn. He’d made her from a previous case? Or maybe it was a bluff. Maybe he’d seen her undercover, made her as a cop, then done some digging and found out who she was. He could easily blow her cover now. Put the word out somehow.
She opened her eyes. “Yes. It was a difficult case. Did you follow it closely?”
“I liked the way you handled yourself. The way you’re handling yourself now. You’re different. It’s like… you don’t get any of it on you.”
She tried to ignore the bit of commotion around her as Bufort summoned help. Shannon didn’t know what he expected to do – surely the caller was using a burner phone. It was hard to discern any background noise – if anything, it sounded very quiet on the killer’s end.
Shannon asked, “Do you feel that way about Deborah Greaney? Everly?”
“I don’t think you’re listening, Shannon.”
His use of her first name stilled her, almost like a parent would. The caller had a way – it was authoritative. Not exactly arrogant. Confident.
He said, “Most people on the street wouldn’t know you. But I do. And I know what I see – you’re very different. Maybe it’s because you’re new to the FBI. But I don’t think so.”
She waited. Bufort had managed to get Gorgas’s attention. Bufort continued to hold his phone beside Shannon’s phone as he whispered to Gorgas. Then Gorgas hurried off.
“It’s hard not to get corrupted today,” the caller said. “But I can tell you stay above it. It’s not arrogance or indifference, but… I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet.”
“I’m just doing my job. But I appreciate the compliment.” She left it there – less was more.
He was silent, as if gauging her sincerity. Though it was tougher than it seemed to match voices with people, he sounded relatively young. In his thirties. Educated. He used synonyms – observed for watched. He said difficult instead of hard.
Yes not Yeah. And in decent physical shape – being overweight or unhealthy often freighted one’s voice. The caller sounded tip-top.
She pictured the masked man in the video. Looking up into the camera. Candy described him as fast and strong. He was able to control his victims. Mentally, physically.
“I hope you stay the way you are,” he said.
Shannon worked out her next questions. She could mention that moment at Roberto Clemente Park when he’d faced the camera. Maybe he’d say something about it. And there were ways to find out if he knew Candy had contacted the police without giving up that she had. But before she could get out a word, Shannon realized that the killer had ended the call.
Bufort stopped the recording. The two of them stood looking at each other a moment; then Gorgas came back down the hallway with two techs behind him.
“That’s it? He’s gone?”
“He’s gone,” Shannon said.
“Holy shit,” Gorgas said.
Bufort handed him the phone. Gorgas passed it to the techs, who trotted away with it like they were holding a bomb.
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 5:50 P.M
Gorgas said, “We’ll get an audio file and a transcript disseminated to everyone. What did he sound like? What did you hear?”
I hope you stay the way you are.
Shannon described the voice and hit the highlights of the brief conversation.
Gorgas said, “I talked with the hotline crew, and they already traced it to a burner. But we’ll get the brand and the carrier. We’ll have a team search area retailers, study shop video, see if anyone stands out who recently bought that brand of phone.” He squared his shoulders with her. “He knows you. Did he threaten you?”
“No.”
“Not explicitly?”
“Not at all. He complimented me.”
Gorgas stared a moment. “All right. We’ll do some audio comparisons with people in Greaney’s world. Did he give anything up? Anything at all?”
She shook her head. In truth, she felt like she’d gotten her bell rung. Her heart rate had settled back to normal, but she was left in a kind of contemplative fog. Her mind had a buzz going, performing background tasks.
Gorgas pointed toward the interview room. “Well, for one thing, I think that woman in there is more of his tricks.”
“I’d say she’s genuinely scared,” Shannon said. “He was trying to groom her, and it didn’t work.”
Gorgas looked skeptical.
Shannon said, “You create a crisis for the victim and be the only one who can protect her from it. It’s pretty classic manipulation. But it didn’t seem to work on her. Maybe because her son is out of town.”
Bufort asked Shannon, “You think he knows she came in? And that’s why he called?”
“He didn’t give any indication. Maybe when he calls back.”
Gorgas interrupted. “What makes you think he’s going to call back?”
“He said he wanted to talk to me. But then it was over pretty quick. I think he has more to say.”
Gorgas’s phone rang. He stalked off, sticking a finger in his ear.
“How did he seem?” Bufort asked Shannon. “How was his mood?”
“He was calm.”
Bufort thought about it. “He’s calling to throw us off? Or maybe he just likes the attention. It’s a big thrill for him to talk to the agent who’s hunting him.”
“I’m not the only agent who’s hunting him.”
“You’re the one undercover. Well, you were. You’re obviously getting pulled out now. We’ll have to put a detail on you. If he knows who you are, he could know where you live, just like them. We don’t know what ‘watching you’ even means.”
She didn’t answer. She continued to feel a bit spun out, distracted.
Bufort asked, “You all right?”
“If he’s watching me, it means we’re close.”
“Maybe he’s letting us get close.”
Gorgas came back, his call ended. “No pings on the phone. Definitely a burner and he destroyed it. But we’ve got the call recorded, and we’re sending it down to Quantico. And we’ll do the comparisons based on the recordings we got of Greaney’s known associates, plus a few other usual suspects. It’s going to take a little while.”
For a moment, the three of them stood there, the city filling the bank of windows nearby. Then Gorgas moved toward the elevators. While they waited for a car to ascend, Gorgas said to Bufort, “I’d like you to get the background on the Jet Set Hotel.”
“I can do that.”
“Maybe we’ve got a clerk who knows something. Or some maintenance guy who’s been watching through secret cameras.”
“Right.”
The elevator arrived, they stepped aboard, and Gorgas hit the button for the lobby. “It might be the best we’ve got. I’ve got a couple of things; then I’ll meet you over there.”
“I look forward to it,” Bufort said. He caught Shannon’s eye and winked.
They landed in the lobby. After they passed through security, Bufort headed out to the street.
Shannon stopped short of the glass doors. Gorgas was beside her. “You’ll probably want to get a rough draft transcript down for that phone call as soon as you can, Ames. After that, you could start on an FD-302 for Candy.”
He was talking about an interview summary.
“I want to go back out,” she said. The fog in her mind had dispersed. Clear ideas and conviction remained.
“Agent Ames, he just confirmed he knows you. You’re blown. You’re done. We need to get security around you. The only way you’re coming through the rest of this investigation is from a desk.”
She looked down, thinking. Then she lifted her gaze to him. “I understand. But listen. If he knows me – then anyone else who now might know me – other friends of Greaney’s, friends of his – they could lead us right to him. And if he made me, I don’t think it was because he recognized me from TV. He made me because he’s out there. He was right there, where I was.”
Gorgas had his mouth open, about to speak. He closed it.
Shannon said, “I’ll do my rough draft of the phone call on the ride uptown. If that’s okay, sir.”
He looked down into her eyes. “It’s too dangerous.”
“I’ve got Bufort with me.”
“I just sent him off on something.”
“He’ll get through that and be back.”
Gorgas took a loud breath through his nose. “I’m going to get some more people together.”
“We can’t have all of these people following me around. With respect, it won’t work, sir. You just need to let me go.”
Gorgas looked away, through the glass walls of the lobby, out to the city street. The yellow cabs and the bikes zipping past. “You get even the slightest inkling about something, you call me.”
“I will.”
“Go,” he said. “Before I change my mind.”
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The plan was to stick with Lana. The waifish, underage streetwalker had become Shannon’s social touchstone. With Lana, Shannon could cover more ground. But the girl wasn’t in her apartment. No one was. And her phone went unanswered.
After checking the usual spots, Shannon stopped in at the free clinic, which stayed open until eight on weeknights. She recognized one of the social workers from the other day. He hadn’t seen Lana that night or for a couple of days. He asked Shannon what she thought about Everly getting picked up for the murders. Since he had provided services for Everly at the clinic, he knew her real name.
Shannon shrugged. “I guess you think you know people, right? But you never really do.”
She left and started to prowl the streets, concern for Lana mounting into dread. Lana had needed protection. It seemed clear now. She was the one to introduce Shannon to Everly, and Everly had been picked up soon after. Someone could blame Lana for that. Someone might think Shannon was a cop and Lana a snitch. Someone like the caller from that afternoon. Lana had needed security, and Shannon had neglected to protect her. The FBI was worried about Shannon’s safety when she should’ve been thinking about Lana’s.
Shannon stopped everyone she saw. She had a selfie she’d taken with Lana in her phone and showed it around. A young blonde with blue eyes was in the minority in the neighborhood. A few people recognized her, but no one had seen her for at least a couple of days. Not since Shannon herself had, the last time.
An hour into the search, she reached a familiar spot. The apartment building seemed to sag. Mortar crumbling, barred black windows, rats squeaking in the overflowing dumpster. She’d passed this place with Lana. Not long ago, maybe a week. Lana, who was normally talkative, had gone quiet.
Bufort had done the background check on her: a car accident in her early teens had hooked Lana on painkillers. And from there she’d gone into heroin, like tens of thousands of others in the country. Though she’d professed being clean, with addicts it was usually just a matter of time. It was worth checking out.
Shannon hung around outside the building for a while. She’d gone through two cigarettes and was sparking a third before someone came out. She slipped inside the building before the door could close.
Four floors, no elevator. She hiked each flight and walked the narrow halls. The air stank of unwashed bodies and burnt chemicals. Her shoe crushed a glass vial underfoot. She listened to music drifting from various apartments. Muffled voices. Arguments. TVs. She listened for any names. She listened to silence.
At the top floor, she started back down again. A man came out of a third-floor apartment, and Shannon stopped him, described Lana, but he tucked his shoulders and hurried past. Going like this, Shannon made her way back to the lobby. She stayed there a few minutes, debating. Maybe it was time to call Gorgas. Get a team out looking for Lana. Shannon had wanted to see how the streets had changed now that the killer knew who she was. Well, this was a change.
She was about to leave and make the call when a woman dragging a garbage bag descended the stairs into the lobby. The woman had pale blotches on her otherwise dark skin. The bag was either full of clothes or trash. When she saw Shannon, she approached.
“I heard you up on my floor,” the woman said. “I know the girl you talking about. She up there in 303.”
“303?”
“Mmhmm.” The woman made a face like she knew Lana was up to no good.
Shannon thanked her and hurried up. She found the door to 303 unlocked. She unzipped her purse, and her fingers closed around the can of pepper spray. The apartment was five rooms, no furniture. Someone was either asleep or blacked out in the bathtub.
A mattress in the last room supported Lana’s thin, limp body. Several candle flames flickered in the otherwise unlit space. The blood on the mattress looked old. Shannon knelt down and tried to wake Lana. “Hey. Lana. It’s Giselle.”
The girl didn’t wake up.
Shannon felt for a pulse. Weak, but there.
“Come on, Lana. Come on.”
Lana opened her mouth, as if to speak. A foamy white substance slipped from the corner of her mouth. Shannon pulled out her phone and dialed 911.
    
NARCAN COULD BLOCK the effects of opioids. People called it “the resurrection.” Since Lana was turning blue and having trouble breathing, it was an injection into her thigh muscle. Shannon watched as the girl first stirred, then convulsed, like something out of an exorcism. Her eyes fluttered and finally opened. She looked around, pale and wide-eyed, mute with incomprehension.
After they strapped her onto the gurney, Shannon followed Lana to the stairway. It would be tricky maneuvering getting down the steps and around the corners. “Lana,” she said. “Hey babe – I’m right here.”
Lana was too far gone to respond. She only stared blankly, her chapped lips pressed together in a grim line.
An NYPD cop was coming up. He flattened against the wall as the paramedics rounded the first corner with Lana. After they passed, he faced Shannon. “You friends with that girl?”
“We live in the same building. I tried to find her tonight. Tried to call her.”
“Uh-huh. And you knew to come here?”
“I didn’t know for sure. But she’d reacted to this place once.”
“Reacted? What do you mean?”
Shannon sighed. “She doesn’t think I know. She lied to me about… doing this.”
The cop looked at Shannon. He got an eyeful of her legs, her hair, and said, “Uh-huh. You going out tonight? To a club or something?”
“What does that have to do with it?”
He raised his eyebrows at her. “You don’t want to tell me your plans?”
“Officer, I went looking for a friend. I found her here. And I called emergency services.”
The cop gave her a little grin. Like he thought she was feisty. Shannon understood he had a job to do, but she wanted to get downstairs before they took Lana away.
The cop asked, “What’s your name?”
“Giselle Ford. Can I go now?”
“I need your statement.”
“Can I come see you after? I’d like to ride with her if I can.”
“You family?”
“I’m a friend.”
Another uniformed officer came up, a woman. The first cop spoke to her. “Hey, Regina. How you doing?”
“I’m good.” Regina glanced at Shannon. She said to the first cop, “Everything all right up here?”
His nametag read Duffield. Duffield said, “This is Giselle. We’ve just been talking about her friend Lana.”
“That’s who’s riding out?”
“Yeah.” Duffield focused on Shannon again as Regina moved closer. Duffield asked, “You got anything on you, Giselle?”
“Just my purse. There’s pepper spray in it.”
“Oh yeah? That’s a good idea. Tough out there.”
Regina handed Duffield a pair of white plastic gloves. They both pulled them on. Duffield held out his hand for Shannon’s purse. She gave it to him. Duffield asked, “Is there anything in here that could hurt me? Knife, anything?”
“No.”
“Any powders, any residue, anything like that?”
“Nothing.”
Shannon leaned toward the window at the end of the hallway. She wanted to see down to the street, if they’d loaded Lana into the ambulance. But all she could see was the red and blue lights flashing off the buildings.
“Hey,” Regina said sharply. “Stay right here, Giselle.” Regina moved even closer. “Lift up your arms, please.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Shannon said. “Are you detaining me for reporting an overdose?”
“Nobody’s arresting you. Relax.”
“I didn’t say arrested. I said detained.”
The cops looked at each other. Regina said, “You taking an attitude? We’re just talking to you. And for our safety, we need to know if you have anything in your purse or on your person that could hurt us. That way we’re keeping safe. We’re keeping you safe.”
Shannon raised her arms. Her chest was beating. It had to be the adrenaline from finding Lana. Seeing her like that, foaming at the mouth. Shannon had gone through first aid, checking her airway for obstructions. When chest compressions and rescue breathing hadn’t worked, she’d turned the girl on her side and waited with her while the ambulance arrived. Holding her hand, talking to her. It all took a toll.
Regina patted Shannon down, from her wrists to her ankles, while Duffield went through the purse. He took Shannon’s fake driver’s license and held it closer to the one dim bulb in the hallway.
“It’s got you living in Manhattan,” he said. “What are you doing up here, Giselle Ford?”
“I don’t live in Manhattan anymore. I live on Franklin, just a few blocks from here. In the same building as my friend.”
“Uh-huh. Well, you know when you move, you gotta update your license. Get your new address on there.” Duffield dropped the license back in the purse. He peered in and spread the bag open wider. Shannon heard the unzipping of the inner compartment. She closed her eyes.
Duffield said, “What is this?”
Shannon opened her eyes. There was no one else in the hallway – that was good. She grabbed the billfold that held her badge and ID from Duffield and stuck it back in her purse. They’d left her no choice. “I’m an undercover federal agent on the Working Girl case,” she said.
The cops traded looks again. Regina held out her hand. “Can I see that?”
But Shannon yanked her purse back and pushed past them. “Call the Brooklyn-Queens Resident Agency. Ask for Agent Tyler,” she said, and began rapidly descending the stairs.
At the ground floor, she found she was just in time – the paramedics had loaded Lana in and were about to close the doors. Shannon hurried toward the ambulance, but another local cop caught her by the arm. “Whoa,” he said. “Where you going?”
“That’s my friend. I’m going to ride with her.”
“Hold on a second. You family?”
She didn’t have time to go through it all again. She thought about pulling her badge, but now there were spectators. At least a dozen people. Barriers with NYPD stenciled in white-on-blue letters kept the small crowd at bay, but they were watching and close enough to hear.
Shannon jerked away from the cop. “I’m her neighbor and her friend.”
“Stay here. I’ll go talk to them.”
Another officer came up the sidewalk. He started asking questions, and the cop next to Shannon explained what was happening. In the midst of it, the doors to the ambulance swung shut, and the vehicle pulled out into the street.
Pressure built behind Shannon’s eyes. Her skin prickled with a fresh adrenaline spike. She wheeled around on the two cops. “Thanks a lot, guys.”
“Hey,” said the cop who’d just arrived. He was heavyset, with a thick black mustache. “Settle it down, all right? Don’t make a problem.”
“I’m not making a problem.” She was keenly aware of the dozen or so people listening in. “You’re making a problem. Treating me like I’m not human. You’ve got pimps out beating up their girls, you got johns out here soliciting, keeping the whole thing going, but it’s always us, right? We’re the ones you go after. The ones you push around. Fuck you.”
An onlooker gave a whooping cheer. Someone else whistled and clapped.
Shannon started toward the small crowd. At the same time, Regina and Duffield emerged from the building. “Hey!” Regina shouted when she saw Shannon. “Listen, hey – can we talk a minute?”
Shit. Regina was going to blow it for her.
Shannon hurried around the barrier, but the two cops on the street interpreted Regina’s shout to mean something else: they ran after Shannon.
The onlookers stepped into the path of the chasing cops, forcing them to detour into the street. Shannon was fast enough, but the point wasn’t for NYPD to chase her all night through the Bronx. She slowed enough for the closest cop to grab her. She struggled, and he took her to the ground. The next cop straddled her and put the cuffs on her. They were hauling her to her feet when Regina and Duffield caught up.
“Whoa, whoa…” Regina was saying.
But Shannon caught her eye. She gave a quick, firm shake of her head and whispered, “Not here.”
Regina seemed to get it. She looked up the street at the people watching. Then she said to the two cops holding Shannon, “Get her out of here.”
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By the time it was all sorted out and Shannon left the Bronx police station in a cab, it was well after midnight. She was living more of her life in the ditch hours than at any other time in her history. Since leaving home twelve years before, she’d more or less stuck to the farm schedule – early to bed and early to rise. Now, getting arrested by the New York Police Department was just her day getting started. If only her parents could see her.
She settled into the squishy seat of the cab. It was nice to be off her platform shoes. But the ride didn’t last long because the hospital was close. She paid and left the cab and went in the main entrance. A front-desk worker greeted her and asked what Shannon needed.
“I’m looking for a patient. Kayla Stager.”
“Kayla Stager…” The front-desk worker typed into the computer and looked. She shook her head. “Not seeing her.”
“She would have come into the ER about an hour ago. She overdosed. She calls herself Lana.”
“Lana? Okay.”
“She’s a minor – maybe Child Protective Services came and got her.”
“I’d see that report on here. Um…” The front-desk worker clicked a few keys. “Okay, here it is. Lana. No last name given. Yeah, no CPS visit. It looks like they treated her, and she was resting in the ER, and she just left.”
“She just left? How?”
“That’s what I said, ma’am. She got up and walked out.”
Shannon started to argue, but that was pointless. It wasn’t the front-desk worker’s fault. Lana probably had a fake ID. And there was no use yelling at people in the ER. She went back outside to hail another cab. She phoned Bufort while she waited.
“Did you hear any of that?”
She was asking if he’d picked up the past couple of hours on the wire she was still wearing.
“Sorry, out of range. What’s up?”
She filled him in up to the point of Lana escaping the hospital. “We need to find her and pick her up. She could be in danger.”
“That’s a Gorgas call if you want more manpower. I’m supposed to be your backup, and he’s got me running errands as it is.”
“Fine. I’ll call him. Where are you? The Jet Set?”
“Just left. Pretty standard flophouse. No cameras. I talked to the front-desk guy, who was in a wheelchair, then called the owner and left a message. They got thirteen people on staff – room cleaners and whatnot – and maybe one of them speaks English. We’re gonna have to round up some translators.”
She sighed. “All right.”
“So what’s the plan, boss?”
“I’m gonna see if she’s home. Otherwise, I’m still working.”
“Okay. On my way.”
    
A CAB DROPPED her at the five corners. She found Sissy hanging out with Lana’s roommates on Webster. They all watched as Shannon approached.
“There she is,” Sissy said with contempt.
Shannon ignored her and spoke to the roommates. “Is Lana back home?”
“No,” one of the roommates said.
The other was frowning at Shannon. “How’d you know she’d be over there?”
“I was lucky. Has she been using for a while?”
“What Lana does is none of my business,” the second roommate said. “She’s her own person.”
They stood staring at Shannon. Sissy said, “Who do you think you are, anyway?”
“What’s your problem?” Shannon snapped.
“I ain’t got no problem. Except nobody ain’t never seen you before a couple of weeks ago, and you show up, asking questions, asking me about Everly, and the next thing we know, she in jail.” Sissy moved closer to Shannon, staring up into her face.
The roommates closed in, backing up Sissy.
“We think you’re a cop,” one of them said.
“I’m not a cop.”
“Let me see your purse.”
Shannon held it tight. “I don’t think so.”
They came after it. Shannon protected herself and the purse as the three women clawed at her and tried to grab it.
Someone whistled.
Charise was walking toward them like a model on the runway, platform shoes going one in front of the other, legs scissoring. “Leave that bitch alone. She just went to the shop.”
Sissy was skeptical. “What she go there for?”
“She caught an attitude with the cops at the rat house.”
The “shop” meant the police station, and “rat house” surely referred to where she’d found Lana.
Sissy gave Shannon a cool sideways look. “Yeah? You getting all bent out of shape, Whitey?”
Shannon got in her face. “Yeah, I got bent out of shape. We’re out here because of the hand that life dealt us. But that doesn’t mean we can’t stick up for what’s right. Second of all, don’t ever touch me again. You hear me?” She looked at the roommates. “Any of you. Or I will break your fucking fingers.”
    
MINUTES LATER, she was on her own. Maybe Charise had partially restored her credibility, but the skepticism was out there now. People suspected she was a cop. Getting information from her fellow street workers had been the main line of inquiry. Without it, she was left talking to johns. What else was open to her? And maybe the johns had more to offer than she’d previously thought. They were taking a risk, for one thing. Many, if not most of them, had certainly heard about the killings by now. Why put themselves in danger? Were they just that hard up? Tough guys playing the odds? Or did they know something she didn’t? Something that helped them to feel safe?
With these questions in mind, she worked up and down Melrose Ave. It was a slow night, and she was keyed up and getting aggressive, stepping into the street when a car slowed, even if it was for the traffic light. So far, no takers.
Over the past two weeks, Shannon, Bufort, and Reese had amassed enough data to make some statements about hooking at the five corners.
 
	More than half the johns were repeat customers.
	Of those, just under seventy percent preferred the same sex worker.
	A third of the area sex workers gave out their numbers.

Hotels were often involved, and in this case, the Jet Set was significant. The killer had pounced on Ray Turgenev there, and the hooker Candy. It was unclear whether the killer had been clocking Turgenev. If he’d been using Everly as bait, he could’ve been watching Turgenev to see if he’d pick someone else. What was clear, he’d been watching Candy. Enough to have known about her kid and where she lived.
But nothing had happened in a hotel room. All the murders had happened on the street. The killer liked it that way. It afforded him opportunities. He got Turgenev to drive to the kill site, where he was all set up and ready. The same with Cormac Rand.
But now Candy was off the table for him. Would he be seeking a new replacement right away? Did he already have someone else working for him, or someone he was grooming?
The whole FBI strategy needed to shift. They needed to start lining up possibilities for the next Everly or Candy, then keep close tabs on that person. A street worker with a kid, for instance. Young enough and inexperienced enough to get taken in by the killer’s line. It would mean more agents on the street, working undercover, which Gorgas would balk at. But they had to try.
In the meantime, this was the one thing under her control.
You told Gorgas the killer was close. That he knows you from being out here, on the street. He’s near.
It was pushing her, driving her.
You know what you’re really doing out here? You’re getting desperate, and you’re trying to force a move…
She considered it.
No – I’m not desperate.
I’m angry.
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A red Honda pulled up to the traffic light. Shannon stepped off the curb, and the driver buzzed down the passenger window. “How you doing tonight?” he asked.
“I’m feeling great.”
“Feel like having a little party?”
She opened the door and got in. He had the radio on turned low, a kind of smooth jazz. He was in his forties, maybe. Balding, long sideburns. When he smiled, he showed gapped teeth.
“Where you wanna go?” he asked.
“You got somewhere you like?”
He stared at her a minute. “Yeah. Not far. Just a couple of blocks.” When the traffic light hit green, he accelerated out of the intersection.
The area had lots of one-ways. The john made a kind of loop around the block, returned to the five corners, and made a turn on Park.
For a while, they drove alongside train tracks. Shannon checked the mirrors, saw a pair of headlights way behind them. It might’ve been Bufort following along in the Impala. She decided to write him a text message. Coded, in case the john saw.
We still on for dinner later? She sent it.
The john drove them past a warehouse called Supermarket Equipment, Inc., and turned into a mostly empty parking lot surrounded by a fence. An abandoned building sat on the opposite side of the tracks, its windows bricked over. The john parked, leaving the car running.
Bufort wrote back. Sorry. Held up. Coming.
So the lights had been someone else. Bufort hadn’t been close enough to follow, but he could locate her by the transponder in her purse. Still, no harm in helping him along. Considering the name of the warehouse, she texted: Maybe we just go to the grocery store.
“Hey,” the john said, “why don’t you put that away?”
Shannon did and jerked her head at the parking lot. “Is this gonna be all right? Seems pretty, I don’t know… like someone might see us.”
“It’s gonna be fine. I know the night guy.” The john cracked his knuckles. “So listen,” he said. “I got some things I like to do a certain way.”
He started to tell her, but she stopped him when she brought out her ID. “Not tonight, okay? Instead we’re going to have a talk.”
The john stilled a moment, staring at the ID.
She started to put it away. “I’m part of an investigation into–”
“Let me see that thing.”
Shannon hesitated, but she was obligated. She handed it to the john for inspection. He scrutinized it, holding it toward the lighted dashboard. His eyes flicked to her, then back to the picture.
“This is fake,” he said. “Nice try, but this is bullshit.”
“It’s not.” She reached for it.
He held it away from her, squinting at it some more. “It’s the details. The badge is too small, that’s one thing. And it should be engraved.”
“It’s supposed to be small. And embossed.” She tried to get it back, but he played keep-away. It seemed to amuse him.
She relented.
“Plus,” he said, “this doesn’t look like you in the photo.”
“I’m undercover. Please hand that back to me.”
“‘Department of Justice’? Which is it? You FBI or Department of Justice?”
“We’re within the US Department of Justice. We’re responsible to the attorney g–”
He slapped her hand away. She withdrew, letting him keep the billfold while she absorbed the moment.
“I say it’s fucking fake.” He was no longer grinning.
“Well, you’d be wrong.”
He raised his hand to hit her, but she ducked out of the way and punched him in the neck. What happened next went fast: he gritted his teeth in anger and dropped the billfold. She tried to get out of the car, but he locked the doors. She was unfamiliar with the layout, and it was dark. While she fumbled for the lock release, he grabbed her by the throat. She let go of the door and pulled at his hands while she got her feet up. Pushing off with one foot on the dash and the other foot against the door, she shoved, driving herself and the john across the seat, pinning him.
He cried out and cursed her. He slipped an arm around her neck and started punching her in the side of the face with his free hand. He didn’t have a lot of range, but the blows were disorienting. Scary. Her heart was pumping hard now, adrenaline lighting up her system, but she struggled to get out of his grip. It was a cramped space, and she lacked the leverage she needed to break free.
She tried feeling around for her purse. She caught the edge of it with her fingertips, but his grip was too strong. His arm was cinching tighter, cutting off her air. She tucked in her jaw and angled her face down and bit him as hard as she could. He let go, howling with pain, and she launched for the door. She managed to find the lock this time and pop the door open, but he grabbed her from behind before she could escape.
He was able to get her legs up on the seat. Nearly half of her was hanging out of the car, and she screamed for help. Her voice sounded flat and felt unheard.
When she tried to scramble free, he leaned forward and hit her again. It nearly blacked her out.
The world swam back into focus. He was tugging at her pants, trying to get them down. Her purse was on the pavement in the lee of the door. She managed to unzip it; then her hand closed around the pepper spray. She pushed herself up as best she could and twisted around to face him, aiming the canister at his face. He was distracted, looking down, and when his eyes came up, they widened to show the whites, and she pulled the trigger.
He slapped her arm at the last minute, deflecting the brunt of the spray. It was such close range and so pressurized that some of it bounced back, stinging her face. He shut his eyes and yelled – primal, enraged. And then she kicked outward, hitting him in the chest and arm.
He rebounded and reached for her. Shannon slipped out of the car and hit the asphalt. She kept a hold of the pepper spray, still plenty left, and gained her feet. Aiming the canister again, Shannon reached into the car and recovered her billfold from the floorboard. He opened his eyes enough to see her do it. She hit the trigger, and he shielded himself with his arms.
She slammed the door shut a moment later. “Help! Somebody help!”
The john got out the driver’s side. Grunting. Swearing at her. Groping around with temporary blindness. She backed up until she was against the fence enclosing the lot. The vehicle was blocking her path to the exit.
He circled around, bracing himself against the car. He wiped his burning eyes. “I’m gonna make you fucking pay for that…”
Shannon went the other way, holding the spray. Her own vision was blurry. Her eyes stung, and her nose and throat burned.
Someone had emerged from a battered-looking door. “The hell is going on out here?” It was probably the night security guard. Shannon doubted he was armed. Maybe his own spray or a Taser.
“Mind your own business.” The john sounded nasal. His face was a mess, tears streaming from his squinted red eyes.
“This is my business, man.”
“I’m a federal agent,” Shannon said. Her voice was scratchy, choked. “FBI undercover.”
The john suddenly stopped. Maybe it sunk in that she was really an agent; maybe he just felt outnumbered. But he turned for the vehicle, moving quicker now, like he’d regained his sight.
“Hey!” Shannon started after him, then stopped. She glanced back at the guard. “You got anything? We need to stop him.”
The guard pulled a nightstick. Great.
The john got back in his vehicle. He backed out and swung toward the entrance. Shannon dared to step in front of him and put her hands out. “Stop! Get out of the car! FBI!” The Honda shot forward. Shannon leapt out of the way. The vehicle collided with one side of the gate, then bounded out of the parking lot, jumped the curb, and careened into the street with a screech of tires. Between the flurried activity and her watery eyes, she never made the plate.
“You all right?” The security guard helped her up. He was short and heavy, wearing a suit that was either blue or magenta – hard to tell under the parking lot lights.
Shannon showed him her ID. “Did you know that guy?”
“Never seen that guy before in my life.”
“You have a bathroom I could use?”
“Sure…”
But she didn’t make it. Halfway to the door, she leaned against the fence and threw up.
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She splashed some water on her face. She gave it a minute to pull herself together. Nothing more.
The security guard kept asking if she wanted him to call the cops.
She spit into the sink and brushed her hair out of her face and said through the door, “No. Do you have any cameras?”
“One.”
“I’d like to see it.”
The warehouse was dark except for the lighted exit signs. A small office contained overflowing paperwork and a computer and smelled like old takeout. He offered her a place to sit, but there was really nowhere, and she felt like standing anyway. He brought up the camera on the computer. The angle showed part of the street, but was aimed at the front door, not the parking lot. Shannon asked him to track it back ten minutes. She had him stop when the john’s red Honda came through frame. Just a slice of it, though: the front right quarter panel, the two wheels on that side.
    
EACH TIME she closed her eyes, he was there. Reaching for her. Gritting his teeth. She could still feel the impressions of his hands on her.
You’ve been assaulted.
Yes. And he’d tried to rape her. A scrape marked her cheek, and a bruise was forming around her eye. She really looked the part now. Her neck was sore, and her legs, and everything else.
She texted Bufort. No longer hungry. Call me please.
When he didn’t respond, she agreed to let the guard call her a cab. He sent her off ten minutes later, still advising her to call the police. “Just because you’re a working girl… you know? You still got rights.”
She thanked him and took the cab back to the apartment, where she further addressed her injuries, applying first aid to her cuts, putting ice on the cheek. She was on the couch with her head back and her feet up when someone knocked on the door.
She checked her phone: nothing back from Bufort. The time was 3:23. Maybe it was news about Lana. She got her Glock from the safe and approached the door to one side. There was no walleye to check. “Who is it?”
The reply was muffled: “Your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man.”
A vaguely familiar voice.
“Go away,” she said.
“I just want to check on you.”
“You checked. I’m fine.”
He laughed, then paused. “I heard what happened to Lana. She your neighbor?”
Shannon slid back the dead bolt but left the chain in place. She kept the gun at her side, out of sight, and opened the door.
David Leonidas stood in the hallway. The pimp who had harassed her in the street a week before wore a dark suit. Stylish, tailored. Collar open to reveal the golden cross. He winced, like he felt her pain. “Ouch. What did you get into?”
“What do you know about Lana?”
Leonidas peered through the gap. “I know she was a sexy young thing.”
“Okay. Have a good night.”
She started to close the door, but he pushed back with his foot. He said, “I’m starting to think you don’t know the game, Natalie.”
“Get off the door, please.”
“At first I thought maybe you was renegade. But then you looked at me. I don’t think you know what it means to look at someone like me.”
She knew what it meant. It was called “choosing up.” Just to make eye contact with a pimp was supposed to signal you wanted his stewardship. “I looked at you because you pulled up beside me. That’s it.”
Her phone vibrated behind her in the room, on the coffee table.
Leonidas said, “These are the rules.” He leaned closer. She could smell his cologne, cigarettes. “If you knew the game, you would’ve just kept walking. But you say you know the game. So that leaves me with one conclusion – you’re not who you say you are.”
“Maybe I just reject your game. We’re not dogs. We’re people. Maybe I don’t need you, and you just don’t like it.”
“Oh, you need me. Lana needed me too. She’s hurting now because she had no protection.”
Shannon was tempted to rip the chain off, fling the door back, and confront him directly. She’d just stopped shaking from her last encounter; she was getting riled up all over again. “Did you have something to do with her overdose?”
“She wouldn’t have been in that situation if she had me.” He stuck his finger through the gap. “And you wouldn’t be looking like that. You do need me.”
Shannon brought the Glock into view and aimed it. “No, I don’t.”
Leonidas stared at the gun, and his mouth opened as if to speak. A slamming door interrupted, followed by footfalls coming up the stairs. Someone had entered the building and was approaching.
The person arrived half a minute later, breathing heavily. She couldn’t see him from her angle, but she had an idea who it was. She slid the chain back and opened the door.
Agent Bufort looked at her, then looked at Leonidas. “Who are you?” he asked between breaths.
“The fuck are you?”
“I’m her husband.”
Leonidas stared at Shannon. “You got a husband?”
Bufort put out his hand. “Stephen Lange.”
Leonidas ignored it. “You do that to her?”
Bufort gave her a closer look. Real concern spread over his features. “What happened?”
“I don’t want either of you here,” Shannon said. “Get out.”
She shut the door and locked it.
She walked into the kitchen. Poured herself a glass of milk. The deep tones of their voices vibrated through the door.
When she heard someone descend the stairs, she half expected Leonidas to start calling for her through the door again. It was that kind of night. But there was a subtle knock. She drifted closer and heard Bufort whispering, “It’s me.”
She sighed. Lowered her head. Unlocked the door.
He stepped in a second later. “What happened to you?”
Seeing no one in the stairwell or hallway, she locked up again. “The john I was with. He tried to rape me. You didn’t hear any of it?”
“Oh my God.” Bufort put his arms around her. “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay.”
“What about Leonidas?”
“He just showed up.” She stayed stiff in Bufort’s hug.
“I’m sorry I didn’t hear it. I was still out of range. Gorgas called, and I pulled over to talk. Then I got your texts and was trying to get there. I must’ve just missed you.”
She pulled free of him.
Bufort said, “What do we have on this guy? The supermarket place have cameras?”
“Already checked. Nothing. I didn’t get his plate either.” The words were bitter on her tongue.
“Hey. We’ve been up all night for weeks, working all day. Okay? We’re getting four hours of sleep if we’re lucky. Listen – do you want to go to a hospital?”
“You shouldn’t have come rushing in here,” she said.
“He thinks I’m your husband.”
“He’s not an idiot. He suspects.”
“I thought he was gonna force his way in.”
“I would’ve stopped him.”
“I know.” Bufort ran fingers through his hair. He looked around the place, like he didn’t know what to do with himself. Then he plopped down on the couch.
After a moment, Shannon sat beside him.
Bufort put his head back. “I’m sorry. I should have been there.”
“It’s all right.”
After a while, the windows brightened with the first grays of dawn, which cracked purple and pink and gold.
Bufort had passed out. Shannon tried to resist the pull. But she soon closed her eyes and followed.



33




TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 21, 6:18 A.M
When the phone rang, it came from the closet. Shannon rose from the couch, feeling stiff and confused. Bufort was gone. She replayed some of the late night’s events as she went into the bedroom to retrieve the phone.
Her Brooklyn-Queens field office was calling. “Agent Ames,” said a duty officer, “there’s a call for you. Caller said his name was Ray Turgenev. We’ve got everything set here to record.”
“Okay. Put him through.” She felt fully awake now, a jumble of nerves.
After a pause and a click, she heard breathing. “Good morning,” a man said.
“Good morning.”
“I’ve got something for you.”
“Okay…”
“I need your direct number.”
“Why?”
He paused, possibly agitated. “As much as I like an audience of FBI agents, this requires a direct connection.”
“Can you give me any sort of idea what it’s about?”
The pause was so long she thought the call had been dropped. “Hello?”
“I’m going to show you how much you mean to me.”
What choice did she have? She gave him her cell number.
“It’s a link,” he said. “You can watch it stream live.”
He ended the call before she could ask any further questions. Then she waited, watching her phone, bracing herself.
A text showed up with a link to a video streaming site. She forwarded it to her office. Then she touched the screen to activate it. The link took her to a website, and the stream began automatically.
A man was tied to the steering wheel of his car. Shannon recognized him and the red car right away: the john who’d attacked her last night.
He was trying to speak, but silver duct tape covered his mouth.
The image was stable, as if the recording device was a mounted cell phone, or perhaps a camera on a tripod. Another man walked into view. He wore a balaclava mask, black pants, and a black T-shirt. He had a can of gasoline.
Shannon made a noise like a breathy groan. She searched for her other phone, found it in the kitchen. She dialed Bufort while she watched the stream.
The man in the mask dumped the fuel on the hood of the car, splashed it on the roof, and poured it in the open window. The john tied to the wheel jerked and spasmed and tried to scream through the tape sealing his lips together.
Shannon felt weak. Dizziness and nausea brought her to her knees. Bufort’s line kept ringing. His voicemail picked up. She dropped that phone and watched in horror as the masked killer moved out of frame, then held a lighter in front of the lens.
The lighter was black with a yellow smiley face.
I know something you don’t know.
He used it to light a rag in his other hand. The rag must’ve been soaked in fuel.
“Don’t,” she whispered.
The killer threw the flaming rag into the open window of the car. The flames rose and quickly spread. The tape must’ve come loose because there was a brief and terrible screaming. It faded in a matter of seconds as the entire car was engulfed. The john behind the wheel thrashed and writhed, now voiceless.
Shannon stifled her own scream as she watched.
After a long few seconds, the man stilled. He was a vague shadow in a pulsing, flickering inferno.
Shannon let the tears fall. Her entire body shook with fear and sorrow. She concentrated her will, forced herself calm.
But it wasn’t working.
The car blazed. The victim was no longer visible. The video ended.
    
AFTER SOME DEEP BREATHING, she pulled herself together. Mostly. She thought it through: the killer had taken another life. Right in front of her. And it was someone she knew. He must’ve seen the john get rough with her.
The night watchman? No, the body type was wrong. But she hadn’t seen anyone else.
Her phone was ringing – Gorgas. He’d surely followed the link. She answered, saying, “The victim was a john I interacted with last night.”
“I know. I read the duty log.”
“He’s close,” she said, meaning the killer.
“I know.”
“He’s right over my shoulder.”
“Yes.”
She started gathering her things – clothes for the day, badge, gun.
Gorgas said, “I’ve just sent a team to Park Street, to Supermarket Equipment, Inc. Did you see anything last night?”
“There was a bricked-up building across the way.” She thought a bit more, trying to retrieve details. “A couple of cars in the parking lot…”
“Makes? Models?”
“Two sedans, I think. A van.”
Her phone buzzed with a text.
Gorgas said, “I need more than that.”
“He couldn’t have already been there because the john chose the place. He must’ve followed us. He was already on me, watching, and then he followed…”
While she considered the horror of it, she checked the text.
208 E 166th Street.
The killer just gave her the address to the scene of his latest crime.
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The location was two blocks from Grand Concourse, a highway that cut north-south across the borough. Another fenced-in parking lot, this one situated behind a large apartment building and a public school. The gate had been closed with a chain and padlock. The gate itself was now bent and the chain snapped.
“This time he just drove right through,” Gorgas said. They sat in Bufort’s Impala, Gorgas in the back. He was perfectly coifed despite the early hour, his hair gelled and face freshly shaved, though he’d nicked one of his moles and taped it. “It’s under a mile from the warehouse on Park where you were assaulted to here. In predawn traffic, it’s a two-minute drive.”
“He’s got these places scouted,” Shannon said. She’d floated the theory before, but now it felt like fact. “He can use what he needs when he needs it.”
“I agree.”
A collection of fire trucks and police vehicles crowded the street. Wooden sawhorses and silver barricades closed off both ends of the block. Bufort had squeezed them in, close enough to just see the busted gate. The victim and the car were momentarily out of view.
Gorgas said, “We know he was watching. So this was impromptu. He was watching you, and decided in the moment.”
“Oh God,” Shannon said. She’d been thinking it since watching the video, and now she verbalized it: “This is my fault.”
“That’s not what I’m saying. Not at all.”
“He followed me last night. I’d even been thinking he might. Wondering if he’d make a move toward me. And he followed me and sat there and watched it.”
Bufort – who’d been out getting them coffee and breakfast when the link came in – had been sulking in the driver’s seat, likely beating himself up for missing another critical moment. He spoke up. “So? If that’s the case, then maybe the fact that this guy got rough with you and you pepper sprayed him and he got out of there – it changed things. This isn’t your fault, Ames. The john assaulted you – that’s not your fault. And this psychopath killing him, not your fault either.”
They fell silent, watching the firemen coil the hoses, pack up to leave. Someone from the fire department was talking to a uniformed cop, who pointed toward the Impala. “That’s my cue,” Gorgas said as the fire department guy started walking their way.
Gorgas got out to talk to him, leaving Shannon in the car with Bufort.
She said, “He had to have the gas cans with him, too. That way he’s ready to go if something happens. Are there cans here?” She strained to see.
“I don’t know.”
She squeezed his shoulder before she got out of the car. “Thank you.”
He called after her. “Hey – what are you doing?”
The street was closed off; no spectators around. Shannon felt safe maintaining her cover. She had to get closer. She needed to see everything.
    
THE CAR SMOLDERED, but the fire was out. The morning light hit the scene, giving form and weight to the blackened shell. Steam and smoke obscured the interior, thinning enough at times to glimpse a human figure inside.
The stink was nearly overpowering – burnt rubber and charred flesh and the metallic smell of all the water that’d been poured on the blaze. It was a wonder the gas tank hadn’t exploded. But then, burning cars blew up in movies, not so much in real life. Explosions were all about pressure; the rapid expansion of a gas in a confined space. This vehicle hadn’t been burning long enough to generate that kind of heat. So the gas in the tank had just burned along with everything else.
Another burning.
Halfway in from the busted gate to the smoldering vehicle, Shannon stopped. She pulled out her phone and called the Brooklyn-Queens agency and dialed the extension for Agent Reese. “Jenna, can you do something for me?”
“Of course.”
“Check into burnings and stonings in the Bible. They’re pretty common, but maybe if you could get me the highlights. It’s been a while since Bible study.”
“My pleasure,” Reese said.
With Reese, sometimes it was impossible to know if she was being sarcastic or not.
Shannon put away the phone, good humor fading: she’d just gotten the feeling she was being watched. She took stock of her surroundings, mentally tagging each window that might have a view on the catastrophe.
He said he’d been watching her, as if on the street, but he also knew her identity. She’d assumed he’d found that out from research, maybe even luck. But he could have made her by observing the police response to his own crimes. Back at the Harlem River Lot – had he been there, hidden away, watching as she encountered the scene?
They’d never thought of that. They’d worried she might get recognized from her brief TV appearances, but not because of that first crime scene. Sending her there could have been a big mistake, especially if they’d wanted her to go undercover.
But she might be jumping the gun. She didn’t know anything yet.
She kept going, circling the vehicle, her eyes flicking to overlooking windows, fire escapes, and rooftops. She took her time. Heat emanated from the smoldering chassis. She called Gorgas as she walked.
“Yeah?”
“I think we need to – very quietly – be checking any vantage points.”
She could see Gorgas over on the street. He had his phone to his ear. He kept his eyes down instead of making an obvious show of looking around. “What’s up?”
She shared her theory.
“Gotcha,” he said. “All right. We’ll do it.”
He hung up. Gorgas would get NYPD to canvass the area in a particular way, looking for spots the killer could have watched from – or could still be watching from – as they searched for witnesses and took reports. Shannon stayed with the burned chassis and tried to work out how the killer had made this happen.
He’d followed her and the john, witnessed the assault, that much was clear. He’d been close enough to see things, but she’d been too distracted to notice. First intent on questioning the john, then on escaping, then sick and disoriented.
The john had driven away, and the killer had gone after him. It had been very late, not a lot of traffic. When the john finally stopped somewhere, the killer confronted him. Probably forced him back into his vehicle. He’d tied his hands to the wheel. Maybe the gasoline had already been stashed at the kill site. If Bufort was right, and the killer was planning to murder the john anyway, he might’ve been set up for it. Otherwise, he’d transferred the gasoline cans from his car to the victim’s. Then he’d made him drive here. He’d set up a place to record from his phone or camera, and he’d set the vehicle on fire.
    
SHE MET Gorgas back in the car. “NYPD says nothing so far. But they’ll spend the day combing through, looking for a nest, something.”
Bufort remained behind the wheel. “Ah, he’s long gone by now.”
“Why isn’t he calling back to gloat?” Gorgas asked. “If he did this to impress you, he’s being pretty modest.”
“I don’t know. We don’t know he did it to impress me. He could have done it so he could watch me show up. He could have done it because he witnessed the john attack me. I appreciate what’s been said that it’s not my fault, but we have to consider it.”
Gorgas smoothed his gold tie. “Is he killing all these guys because they got rough?”
“Well, not Turgenev. Ray Turgenev was killed in his attempt to recruit someone new. To have Candy fill the role vacated by Greaney when we picked her up.”
Gorgas ran a hand along his jaw. He found the bandage over his mole and picked it off. “We need to make a move. This is getting bad.”
Shannon watched the scene. “I know.”
“We need to make it now.”
She nodded and let out a slow breath.
“Let me try Deborah Greaney again. She knows who he is. She’s just scared.”
“The last time you went in and she didn’t have a lawyer, she made a complaint. I’ve got the Southern District calling me and saying if we lose this case because we skirted around her constitutional rights, we’re all going to feel the pinch. You hear what I’m saying? I like my job.”
“We’ve had her mother and daughter surveilled since the Candy interview. If I can convince Greaney that her family is protected, she might talk to me.”
He glanced at her, then looked away. “Just wait for the lawyer.”
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Ten minutes later Shannon was driving herself to the Bronx County Jail. She waited in the lobby for Greaney’s public defender to arrive. She texted Caldoza while she waited, but he wasn’t responding. At one point, she nodded off. The sleep left her feeling cold and groggy. She went outside to stretch her legs in the parking lot, where a couple of sheriff’s deputies gave her looks before driving off.
When Moss arrived, Shannon had been waiting for over an hour.
“Hello again,” she said to Moss.
“Nice to see you.”
The two women went through security. Shannon handed over her weapon, phone, wallet and earrings. She signed for them and stepped through the metal detector. After Moss came through, a deputy led them to a visitation area. Greaney had also requested no private-room talks. She was still checking herself against anything that might weaken her resolve. Alone with Shannon in a room, she could crack and recant her confession. Out here in the open, her lawyer present, she drew strength.
Once Shannon and Moss were seated, they waited for Greaney, who arrived a minute later. She looked better, but not by much. Her skin was taut over her bones. Her eyes remained pitted and dark. It looked like she was losing weight. She sat down, her ankle and wrist chains rattling.
Shannon put a recorder on the table. She looked at Moss. “This okay?” Moss looked at Greaney, and Greaney shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not saying anything other than what I’ve already said.”
“How are you doing, Deborah?”
“Fine.”
“I’d like to tell you something,” Shannon said. “Since I last saw you, I visited your mother.”
“You did what?”
“Your little girl looks like you when you were young. When you made your First Communion.”
Greaney stared, then glanced at her lawyer, then stared some more. “You can’t do that. Going to my…? You can’t do that. Who do you think you are?”
“Your mother told me what happened. I went to the rehab. To Odyssey House. And I talked to Dr. Kincaid. I had a look at your old room. Why did you leave?”
“I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Deborah,” Shannon said quickly before Moss could intervene, “I agreed to all of your requests today. I’ve been waiting to talk to you. Because I want to tell you I am here to protect you. I promise you that. No matter what.”
The young woman glared defiantly, though Shannon spied a chink in the armor. Something in the back of Greaney’s gaze. Hope.
Then it went away.
“You can’t,” she said.
“I can. I’m the FBI.”
Greaney shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t matter. Not to him.”
Shannon felt a jolt.
Not to him.
It was the closest Greaney had come to admitting someone else was the killer. The excitement spread like a warmth through Shannon’s body.
The lawyer put her hand on Greaney’s. “Deborah? You’ve asked me, specifically, to make sure that you stick to your position. That no one should put you off it, including yourself. Does that still hold?”
Greaney’s lower lip trembled. Tears brimmed in her eyes as she looked at Shannon. Her next words came as a whisper. “You don’t know him.”
“I do, a little bit. He called me. He told me that I impressed him. That I had dignity. Is that what he told you? Maybe because you had no record? Where did you meet him?”
Greaney shook her head, closing her eyes. The tears squeezed out and ran down her face. Her knee was jackhammering again, shaking the table, rattling her chains. “No. I can’t. No.”
“Yes, you can. I can help you. I’ve had agents watching your little girl. They’re going to stay right by her side.”
Greaney’s eyes popped open. “All the time?”
“Around the clock.”
“Do they go into the school? Do they sit outside her bedroom? You don’t know him. He can get to anyone. He sees everything.” Greaney’s whole body trembled. Moss put a hand on her back and one on her shoulder, as if to stabilize her.
“Why do you think that?”
Greaney’s posture went rigid, her eyes opening wider. She looked like she’d just been caught in a deep betrayal and was now calculating the damage she might’ve caused herself.
Shannon tried anyway. “Can you tell me his name? Or what he looked like?”
Greaney stared at a spot in the air. “He never said his name.” Her bloodshot eyes twitched to Shannon’s. But she merely pressed her mouth into a tight line, unspeaking. A single tear trembled on the edge of her reddened lower eyelid, then fell.
“I know you’re scared.” Shannon placed her hand on Greaney’s. Now both Moss and Shannon were holding onto the woman, seeking to comfort her. “I think I know what he does. He picked you because of your clean record. You’re not in the system. And he leveraged you by threatening Kimmy.”
Greaney’s eyes seemed to harden. She spoke through clenched teeth. “Don’t talk about her.”
“She’s safe,” Shannon assured her.
“No she’s not!” It was an eruption. And it attracted the attention of a deputy, who sauntered over.
“Everything okay here, Deborah?”
Greaney didn’t respond. She stayed eye-locked with Shannon. Moss said to the officer, “We’re okay.” To Shannon: “I think that might be all for my client today.”
But Shannon stuck with it. Greaney had pulled her hand away, so Shannon put her two palms together, as if in prayer. “Deborah, people are dying.”
“I did it,” Greaney said, her teeth on edge.
“No, you didn’t. But you think you have to take the blame to protect your daughter. You don’t.”
“You can’t save her. You’ve only made it worse.”
“We’re watching her. He can’t get to her.”
“He got to you, didn’t he?”
Shannon was momentarily speechless.
Greaney spoke to her lawyer. “I want to go.”
“Deborah,” Shannon pleaded, “don’t keep doing this. You don’t have to.”
Greaney shot a last look at Shannon. “You don’t know anything. You think he’s just a man. You don’t understand what he is.”
“Then tell me. Tell me what he is.”
But Greaney kept her back turned, waiting to be led out of the room.
Shannon tried to catch Moss’s eyes. When they connected, she said, “Please. Talk to her.”
“I will. I am. But she’s my client. My job is to make sure her rights are protected.” Moss turned and helped Greaney to the door. Greaney shuffled away in her inmate fatigues, reminding Shannon of a cult victim. Brainwashed to the point of total confusion. For all the killer’s talk about purity, did he mean it? Probably it was about not getting caught. And Greaney was a drug-addicted prostitute. Not exactly pure. But she’d bought into it. She was still in his grip.
Shannon sat a minute and played back the recording. She skipped around until she was about halfway through the conversation.
“You don’t know him. He can get to anyone. He sees everything.”
She replayed it.
“He can get to anyone.”
It sounded like a belief. Like a faith. Like Greaney had attributed almost supernatural powers to the man who’d manipulated her. Such deification was often a feature of cults. So which god did the killer represent?
Shannon put the recorder in her pocket. She left the visitation room and was led out through the various buzzing doors and airlocks to pick up her things at the security desk. She’d missed a call from Bufort. And a text. Urgent.
Her heart sank. It was nothing but bad news lately.
On the phone, Bufort confirmed it. “Lana is dead. I wanted you to hear it from me. She went back to that place. Left the hospital and went straight back. She’s gone, Shannon.”
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Time blurred. Faces in the crowd looked familiar, then went strange. Shannon trudged up the stairs, half-aware she was holding a cup of coffee Bufort had given her. A paper cup stamped with the New York skyline. She’d grown up learning about New York City from movies. It was supposed to be better now than those old cop shows. Better than the harshness of the 1970s and ’80s. But now it seemed as though the wealthy lived in their world, the poor in theirs. Some rejoiced: the world of the poor seemed to be shrinking. For Shannon, at the moment, it was widening, like a spreading darkness.
She stood looking at the stained mattress to which Lana had returned. Bitterness rose in the back of her throat. She saw her face in a dirty mirror on the wall – her lips had hardened in a sneering grimace, her eyes empty. The hospital had failed Lana. Law enforcement had failed her. The city had failed her.
Shannon turned and pushed her way past some cops coming up the stairs. She thought she recognized one of them – Duffield, who gave her a funny look as if he might be trying to place her – and made her way back down to the street. The crowd was slowly dispersing now that the show was over.
“Hey,” someone said. Shannon looked but saw no one.
“Hey!”
This time, she picked out the person calling. Charise had spotted Shannon and was crossing the street. “Hey – I know that bitch!”
Shannon sank into the driver’s seat of the Impala. She hit the gas and screeched out into the street. Charise was close enough to give the side of the car a whack as Shannon drove off. She checked the mirrors and saw the sex worker back there, waving her arms, trying to get everyone’s attention.
“It’s over now,” she said, and tried to feel some relief. She felt only sadness.
She called Gorgas as she roared through the streets. “We need to pick up David Leonidas. He came to my place to ask about Lana. He knew her. He said she needed his protection. And now she’s dead.”
“We can do that,” Gorgas said.
    
NYPD PULLED Leonidas off the street a little over an hour later, getting burgers at a drive-thru. They turned him over to the FBI, and he sat in the interview room at the New York field office where Deborah Greaney had been days before. The same audience of agents and upper brass observed from behind the reflective glass.
“Do you read the Bible?” Shannon asked.
Leonidas gave her his bemused look. Like she was entertaining. “I knew you wasn’t really in the game.” He shook his head and smiled a crooked smile.
“Is that a no?”
“No. Not really.”
“Do you consider yourself spiritual?”
“Sure. Yeah.” He leaned back in his chair and studied his fingernails, acting bored by it all. Perhaps with reason – he’d been arrested a dozen times in his life, charged with twice as many felonies, did five years in Fishkill prison and another stretch at Cold Brook. For twenty-eight years old, he’d been in trouble with the law and behind bars for more than a third of his life.
“How well do you know Deborah Greaney?”
He just looked at her. “Who?”
“Everly. Worked primarily on the Webster track. The five corners.”
She waited, watching him carefully.
He smiled. “Natalie, you’re prettier on the street. This look doesn’t work for you.”
Shannon took a slow breath. Her head ached and her vision pulsed.
“How about Lana? Her name is Kyla Stager. Seventeen years old. You going to pretend you don’t know her either?”
Leonidas pulled an innocent face. “Ah, let me think. I’d check my phone contacts, but you took that shit away. Did you find this Deborah person in there? Or Lana? I don’t think so.”
“You came over to my apartment. You said you’d heard about Lana’s overdose.”
“That’s your apartment? Now, how does that work? You guys scout out places for undercover work? I could be a secret agent, you know. I got skills.”
Standing, she leaned on the table, stretched toward him, feeling her pulse working in her throat. Easy, she warned herself. “I can put you in the building where Lana lived – you just admitted to it. I can find witnesses who saw you together. Witnesses who will talk about you pushing Oxy and heroin and fentanyl.”
Leonidas laughed and shook his head. “You going down, Natalie. You’re way out of your league. You’re like a trainee or something? Was this supposed to be the case that made you?”
“Just tell me who sold to her!” Shannon’s outburst was so much like Greaney’s that she took a step back, suddenly dizzy.
Leonidas was a dead end, and she knew it. But she went through the motions, tried to catch him in a lie, to get him to contradict himself, to give something away. He just kept smiling at her. He called her Natalie. By the end of the hour she wanted to leap across the table and punch through a couple of his teeth.
Someone knocked on the door.
Bufort came in. He put his hand on her shoulder, looked her in the eyes. “Take a break.”
“Yeah,” Leonidas chimed in. “She needs a spa or something.”
Bufort jabbed a finger at him. “Shut up.”
“What you gonna do? You guys got nothing on me. I don’t know a thing about these killings except that they happened. And I don’t know about Lana, except I heard she ODed.”
Shannon leaned around Bufort to speak to Leonidas. “How did you know where she lived?”
He checked his nails. “I know my neighborhood, yo.”
“Bullshit.”
Leonidas shrugged.
She said, “Why did you console me? Why come to my door to talk to me about it?”
“Because I saw you two together. You and Lana. And I run Sissy. Sissy knew the two of you was tight. And you chose me when you looked at me.”
Shannon had more – a whole lot more, a burst of words about to fly from her lips – but she bit them back. When Bufort moved her toward the door, she let him. “Just get some air,” he said.
She did. She left the room, the floor, and the building. She stood outside in Tribeca, watching the pigeons and the passersby, feeling the autumn air on her face.
And then she got in the Impala and left Manhattan, back uptown, to the Bronx.
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But the roommates didn’t know anything, either. And they were preoccupied with Shannon being out of cover. Calling her names. A phony bitch. Five-oh. A pig. Shannon persisted. “Who sold her the hit? I’m gonna kick his door down.” The answer was a door in her face.
She retreated to her fake apartment and began packing up her things. Time to leave this Godforsaken place with its chipped tiles and moldy shower curtain.
The tears were sudden and hot, and she let them fall. Her phone was ringing – Bufort – but she ignored it. A moment later Giselle’s phone rang. Chuck B. She tossed both phones in the closet and shut the door. She fell on the mattress and buried her face and tried to stop the carnival of thoughts. Somehow, miraculously, she fell asleep.
When she awoke, the light was different. She opened the closet and grabbed her work phone. Five missed calls. Gorgas three times, Tyler twice. It was going on six in the evening. She’d slept through the day.
There was some beer in the fridge, and she had one. She took a shower, then resumed packing and had another. With all of her belongings stuffed into two bags – someone else would handle the furniture – she called Caldoza.
His phone rang until the voicemail – “Hey, it’s me, Luis C; you know what to do.”
More than an outgoing message, a haiku. She laughed through fresh tears, realized she didn’t know what to say, and hung up.
She opened a third beer. She rarely drank, maybe once every six months she’d have a glass of wine, sometimes a beer or two. She was a lightweight. But the beer was going down easy. Felt good.
You blew it.
It wasn’t the hospital or the city cops or even the FBI at large – she’d failed Lana. And Leonidas was right – this case had been her proving ground. But when she’d last seen the assistant director, Ronald Moray had barely made eye contact with her.
She knew that she was only one part of this investigation. That it wasn’t her fault no one had been able to source the killer’s phone – and he’d called twice – or establish a solid lead through Greaney’s network of druggie friends. It wasn’t her fault that, of the dozens of crime scene techs working multiple crime scenes, no one had produced a single piece of evidence that linked to the right suspect. Only to Greaney, falsely confessing.
But she’d had a chance to help Lana, to get her off the streets, and she’d used her instead.
And for what? The case was nowhere. The case was drying up.
It happens.
Sure. Yes. It happened. Serial killers who eluded capture for years. Some never caught. Cases full of bad leads and unreliable indicators. It was all fodder for Netflix dramas and true crime writers, but it left an emptiness in the investigators who had tried and failed. Now she needed to get used to it. This was just a first taste.
The media killer case had been high profile due to the social stature of some of the victims – TV personalities, mostly. And the Donato case had involved a former special prosecutor and a cross-country chase. Those elements had made her noteworthy. She was two for zero, and all while still in her probationary period – an eighteen-month phase – as a special agent. Maybe Tyler was wrong to have fully instated her. She wasn’t ready. She was messing up, getting people hurt.
Don’t sugarcoat it. Getting people killed. Like Lana. Even the rough john.
She went back to the fridge for another beer. She intended to stop the voices in her head by drowning them.
But the fridge was empty.
She hung on the door, already a little tipsy. “I guess that means it’s time to go out.”
    
SHE FOUND a bar a few blocks from Franklin full of old men drinking. Just the kind of place she was looking for. She ordered a whiskey sour. The one time she’d gone out to a bar with her oldest brother, John, it was the drink he’d ordered. On the rare occasion she ever drank hard liquor since then, it was what she chose. But it didn’t feel like a fitting tribute. Not right now. She had a feeling that if he saw her, he’d be disappointed. She decided to change the scenery.
A taxi drove her across the Harlem River, where she found a hipper nightclub in a gentrified area. She drank – vodka cranberries would do better – and danced, losing herself in the people and the lights and thudding vibrations. Some guy talked to her. Tried to dance with her. She shoved him so hard he fell down. She left and took a cab back to her neighborhood.
Instead of dropping her at the apartment, she had the cabbie take her to where Lana had died. The cab gone, she stood outside for a while, smoking, swaying on her feet. Challenging someone to recognize her. But Charise was absent, and no one else seemed to care.
She found a bodega two blocks over and bought a small bottle of Jack Daniel’s.
I’m an imposter. In more ways than one.
She got lost after that, wandering the streets. When a car pulled up to the curb beside her, and the man leaned over, buzzed down his window, she told him to go fuck himself.
This was not her. This was not who she was. The time undercover had done something to her, scraped away her polish. And after just a few days. Making her wonder if the person she thought she was, was as solid and authentic as she’d taken for granted. A good Christian girl from rural upstate New York who’d become FBI. Was it real? Or was the wilder Shannon, the one who’d needed her big brother to bail her out of a bad situation, ultimately leading to his death – was that who she really was?
Why did you go to school for psychology? What were you trying to figure out?
Her answer: Why my mother seemed to hate me.
Okay, it had the benefit of being bullshit-free. Maybe a drunken interrogation had its perks.
Why do you think she felt that way?
Because I killed John.
John had joined the local police force and was every bit the friendly officer a good country boy was expected to be. He was earnest and genuine. Never had a bad word to say about anyone. And when Shannon called him one night, drunk and in a jam, he’d come after her. And on the way…
That’s not why. It goes back before that.
Why?
But no answer came. Maybe her mother had been cold because Shannon was the only girl and that made her worry. And the worry made her feel vulnerable, something she retreated from.
Maybe you need to stop now.
She slowed and looked around. Across the street was the free clinic where she’d met Deborah “Everly” Greaney. It was as good a place as any to pop a squat, so she sat on the curb and took another swig of the bottle. After some time, she lay back on the concrete and stared up past the buildings into the darkness.
The noises faded. The lights dimmed.
“Excuse me?”
Her eyelids fluttered.
“Hey, come on. What are you doing?”
She realized someone was talking to her. She tried to focus her eyes, but everything was blurry. An undertow of sleepy unconsciousness tugged at her brain.
Someone reached beneath her and sat her up. Shannon recognized him from the clinic.
Once she was sitting, he stood on the sidewalk beside her, looking down. She felt herself grinning up at him. She offered him a sip of her bourbon.
“No, thanks,” he said. “Listen, you can’t just sit here like this. You’re gonna pass out.”
She noticed he had a couple of brown paper bags he’d set down nearby.
“You shop late.” Her words were slurred.
He went to one of the bags and fished around in it, came out with a sandwich wrapped in cellophane. Whatever it was, it looked good. Shannon couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten.
“Turkey and Swiss,” he said. “Go ahead.”
She set the bottle down. She unwrapped the food and dove in for a bite. Her mouth full, she said, “Thank you.”
“You got somewhere to go?”
She nodded.
“Need a cab or something?”
She shook her head, no. “Walk.”
He picked up his bags. She figured he must’ve been going around passing out the food.
She asked, “You know about Lana?”
“Yeah. I do.”
Shannon stared up at him. She was drunk, and she knew it, but the commiseration felt good. “She was so young,” Shannon said.
“I know. Listen. You could wind up in your own bad situation. All right? Let me call you a cab.”
She didn’t argue. The sandwich was too good – she didn’t care. When the cab showed up a few minutes later, the food and the talk with the social worker had revived her just enough that she didn’t pass out back at the apartment on Franklin. Instead, she had the driver wait while she retrieved her bags. She put them in the trunk.
“Where to now?” the driver asked.
“Queens,” she said. Time to go home.
It was over. And that was okay.
Over felt good.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 6:31 A.M
Shannon stirred. Something in the distance growled. A pair of almond eyes opened in all of that cold and all of that dark. Then she was driving, rolling down a city street, a terrible feeling in her gut. She was in the wrong neighborhood. She was meant to never come down here. This street was a glimpse of hell.
A figure sat on the lower level of a parking garage. Oily black, as if covered in tar. Sitting there, cross-legged, writhing, it called to her without words.
Another figure appeared just beside her. Running along with the vehicle. A young girl with scars across her face like knife wounds. Somehow she kept up with the pace of the vehicle. Then Shannon was out of the car and running from one shanty apartment to the next. The girl pursued her, shrieking and snapping her teeth. If she caught Shannon, she would batten onto her and never let go.
Shannon ran, heart pounding, a scream in her throat.
She woke up in bed with a throbbing headache and lay there a moment, unmoving, waiting for the nightmare to fade.
It didn’t.
She got out of bed and went into the kitchen, cracked a bottle of water from the fridge, downed half of it in one go. She found the ibuprofen in the cabinet over the sink, shook out two, thought better of it, and shook out two more. She didn’t bother with the coffee – no sense in giving the hangover more energy. What she needed was a run. She had to sweat it out.
The explosion during the media killer case had left her with a limp that had yet to completely go away, and might never. But she could run. She stepped into her jogging shorts and pulled a Lycra top over her head. She scraped her hair back for a ponytail – a force of habit. At the moment there wasn’t enough hair to put up. She found a ball cap in her closet. A green-and-white John Deere. She tucked in her hair, pulled on her Nikes.
The morning was crisp. The air felt good. She realized that over the past month, the leaves had changed. From the bigger maples in St. John Cemetery to the pin oaks on Yellowstone Boulevard, Rego Park had acquired colors in her absence. Reds and yellows and purples. She liked the neighborhood. In fact, she’d come to love it. She gained strength as she ran, shedding bad dreams and bourbon.
She hadn’t done all she could do. Not yet. There was something staring her right in the face that she’d missed.
Burnings and stonings. A killer who seemed to come prepared with the means to do either. Because of circumstances? That didn’t seem right. And if it were, there were other ways, easier ways, to kill a person. The killer’s methods were significant.
Greaney seemed to have fallen under his spell. Part of that was her vulnerability. He had psychologically manipulated her. But she attributed him with abilities beyond a mortal man. Shannon didn’t think it was hyperbole Greaney had used when she said the killer could get to everyone, that he could see everything. To Greaney, these things were true.
Candy, too. She’d said he was fast and strong but alluded to more. You don’t understand what this guy was like, okay? This guy was like… The things he said and did…
This was a killer who demonstrated godlike powers to the prostitutes he abused. At least, a killer who built some fantasy in their heads about such power. And one who either burned or stoned his victims to death.
When she arrived back home after two miles – no need to go crazy – she opened her laptop. She was able to log into her FBI email account securely. She opened one of the recent messages from Reese.
Agent Reese had done her homework and compiled quite the list of scripture. Shannon reviewed it and paused when she got to Leviticus 20:02.
Jasper trotted over and circled her legs as she read the verse aloud.
“‘Thou shalt say to the children of Israel, or of the strangers that sojourn in Israel, that giveth any of his seed to Molech – the people of the land shall stone him with stones.’”
Molech…
There were stories of kings and armies and everyday peasants who met their ends burned to death or stoned. But this verse referenced a deity. A god who accepted sacrifices.
She opened a Wikipedia page. Molech was also called Moloch or Malcam. In the Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible, Moloch was presented as a foreign deity. A false god. But he was given an illegitimate place in Israel’s worship because of something called syncretism, the blending of multiple religions into one. It was something done by certain apostate kings at the time, though the laws of Moses forbade it.
In some depictions, Moloch had a horrid fish-like face, mouth agape. He had wings and horns.
In others, he looked more like a male cow.
A bull.
Shannon grabbed her phone. She keyed the number for Bufort.
He answered, “Tyler is having a complete meltdown.”
“Need you to meet me somewhere. Can you?”
He paused. “Will there be food?”
“Yeah, but it’s vegan.”
    
BUFORT MET her outside the rehab center. As usual, he looked like he’d just gotten out of bed, on his way to go surfing. But then, somehow, he’d slipped and fallen into a suit and tie. He looked her up and down. “You seem better.”
“I got drunk.”
“Good for you. You can join the rest of us here in humanity.”
Inside, Kincaid brought Shannon and Bufort to the painting she’d requested to see.
“Here it is.” Kincaid smiled but seemed nervous.
Shannon stared at the painting. It was certainly evocative and looked high quality. Someone knew what they were doing. The colors reminded her of her run, the hues of autumn. But deeper. More threatening. In the midst of that riot stood the muscled male figure. Skin more bronzed than brown. The bull’s head – brownish fur, large black nose, gleaming gray horns. Not quite photorealistic, but neither abstract. The creature looked like something that had stepped from a nightmare. Like her own.
“You asked on the phone who the artist was?”
“Yes,” Shannon said.
“It was actually done by a former patient.”
“I thought they were all donated?” She thought and added, “I guess the former patient could now be a professional. The work is pretty good.”
Kincaid nodded quickly, darting looks between Shannon and Bufort. “Right. As far as I know, they’re all donated. If this patient is more than a hobbyist, though, I don’t really know. I’m sorry.”
Shannon’s attention was drawn off by a woman coming down the hallway, moving with purpose. The woman was fit, mid-thirties, in trendy eyeglasses and a dapper suit. Kincaid seemed relieved she was arriving. “This is Nina Thatcher. She handles the art stuff.”
Shannon and Bufort made introductions, and Kincaid asked that they move to his office for privacy. As soon as they were in the room, Thatcher passed Shannon the file she was carrying. “I usually find the work at galleries, or the pieces come donated from private collections. This one was just so good, we asked the patient if we could keep it.”
“Kevin Wolpert,” Shannon said, reading. Wolpert looked a bit doughy in the photograph, but his eyes were sharp. He was thirty-three, though his hairline had made significant progress on its journey toward the top of his head.
“Wolpert has got talent,” Thatcher said.
The information she’d provided regarded the artwork. A contract Wolpert had signed, agreeing to let Odyssey House display the work for a maximum of seven years.
All well and good, but Shannon wanted his patient file.
Kincaid agreed to turn it over, but only after Nina Thatcher left. Her eyes alight with curiosity, she shook hands with the agents and saw herself out.
Kincaid spoke as Shannon and Bufort went through the file. “Mr. Wolpert was with us for serious cocaine abuse. He’d just started on Wall Street. Passed his Series 7 and was working as a broker. But he lost everything. Squandered what he’d made in those first couple of years and had a cardiac event at age twenty-nine. Atrial fibrillation that led to a heart attack.”
Wolpert’s CV was on file. Shannon had a look and passed it to Bufort.
Kincaid said about the former patient, “He’d been an artist before he was a broker. He went to Cooper Union. But he wasn’t able to pay the bills, so that was the decision to get into finance. Another one bites the dust.”
Shannon considered how much to divulge. “Are you in touch with him?”
“Me personally? No. Beneath me are several supervisors. It’s possible someone there has kept in touch, but unlikely. Then we have our individual counselors and all the rest of the staff.”
“What about Ms. Thatcher? Regarding the painting or something, maybe? Is it for sale?”
“Not actively, no. But I can ask her.”
Shannon consulted the file. “He was discharged three years ago?”
“Just a little more than that, yes. It was early summer, I remember.”
“Can I see the Deborah Greaney file?”
Kincaid slid it closer, and Shannon went through it. She compared the dates Greaney had stayed at the facility with the dates Wolpert had been there. They overlapped. Greaney had left early without completing the full regimen.
Shannon asked Kincaid, “Wolpert came through treatment successfully?”
“Well, yes. But it’s a long process. Recovery never ends.”
“It says he was released to a halfway house called Studebaker.” She glanced up. “He might still be there?”
Kincaid tipped his head side to side. “Mmm, I wouldn’t bet on it. Most of our discharged patients who go into a house are there for six months to a year. Some a little longer.”
“And you don’t know where he would’ve gone since then…”
“Well, back home, I guess. We have an address where we sent the bills. I can’t guarantee he still lives there, but I’ll give it to you.”
Shannon looked at Bufort. He nodded. It was time to put it out wide and pick up Kevin Wolpert.
Shannon asked, “Did Wolpert show any interest in religion while he was here?”
“Religion?” Kincaid tipped his head again. “I mean, we offer AA and NA meetings regularly. As you may know, AA presumes a higher power.”
“A Bible in his room, anything like that?”
“I don’t really remember, but it’s possible.” Kincaid narrowed his eyes as if trying to figure the connection.
Shannon made a judgment call and opted to tell him. “The painting depicts a biblical character. Moloch.” She spelled it.
Kincaid shook his head at the name. “I’m not much of a Bible person.”
“Moloch shows up in Leviticus, Kings, and Jeremiah. Jeremiah 32:35: ‘And they built the high places of Baal to cause their sons and daughters to pass through the fire unto Moloch.’ He is a Canaanite god, a male deity who demands human sacrifices of his followers, usually of sons and daughters.”
Her phone started ringing in her pocket.
It was almost like he’d heard her.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 10:11 A.M
“I wanted to see how you were doing,” said the killer. “I’m sure there’s a lot of pressure on you. How are you holding up?”
Shannon recorded the call on her phone while Bufort texted the caller’s number to Reese – it was different from the last time, likely another prepaid phone. Reese would start pinging cell towers. If Shannon kept him on long enough, they might have a better shot at triangulating the killer’s position.
“There is a lot of pressure,” Shannon agreed.
“And you haven’t been in the field very long. I don’t know if it was fair of them to ask you to do this – do you think so?”
“I volunteered.”
“I didn’t know you could do that. I thought you had to go where they told you, get stuck with whatever detail you got stuck with.”
“Most of the time. But this was different.”
“Because they saw something in you,” the killer said. His voice sounded vaguely familiar. Shannon scanned her memory but failed to place it. “And I think I figured it out,” he said.
“Figured what out?”
“You’re a country girl. You were raised right. God-fearing. You yearn to do good, and you’re not easily corrupted. I bet the FBI saw that.”
She took a breath. “I don’t know if what they saw in me is what I have to offer.”
“Don’t sell yourself short.”
“Should I still call you Mr. Rand? Or Mr. Turgenev?”
“I haven’t killed anyone else, if that’s what you’re implying.”
“I don’t think you identify with those men. I think you identify as someone else. Is that fair to say?”
“I think you know that’s true,” he said.
“So what should I call you?” She wanted to say, Wolpert? Or do you prefer Moloch? But she waited.
“I think you’ve already seen what you need to,” the killer said. “You have enough of an understanding now.”
“But a name would be so much better.”
He surprised her by laughing. “I like your honesty. Your humor. I hope you keep those virtues.”
Shannon glanced at Bufort, who met her eyes and gave a subtle shake of his head: No location yet.
The killer said, “I’m sure you’re wondering where I am right now, too. You want my name; you want my location. You just want it all to be over.”
Three statements. The first almost playful. The second signaling a slight exasperation. The third sounded disappointed. Even a little remorseful.
She kept with the honesty, which he claimed to admire: “Of course I want it to be over. You’re taking people’s lives.”
“Not your friend Lana,” he said quickly. “You know I didn’t do anything to her.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because I can tell it hurts you. Like the john hurt you. The one who got rough. Eric Gaines. There’s a name for you. One you may not have known yet. Does it open things up?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“Gaines was a sick man. Pathetic. He hurt you. But this is very important – you can’t succumb to the pain. You can’t let this world undermine you. You have to stay above it. Let me ask you – do you still pray, Agent Ames?”
She looked at Bufort again when he started nodding, pointing at his phone. He mouthed the words: keep going. He’s close.
“I do,” she said to the killer.
He fell silent, and she thought he was evaluating the truth of her statement.
“It’s not easy,” he said tentatively. “But it’s all we have. Do you hear me? Grace under pressure is a rare and beautiful thing.”
“I hear you.” She pushed just a little farther. As far as she dared. “I’m still going to try to find you. You know that. I’m going to try to stop you.”
He didn’t answer. Maybe she’d taken it too far.
Bufort suddenly made a fist in the air. He positioned his phone so she could see the screen. It showed a flashing red dot in the Bronx. A dozen blocks from where they stood. Close, indeed.
In her ear, the killer said, “I expect you to try. But you shouldn’t expect it to be easy. Things aren’t always what you think they are. There’s only one war that’s being fought. One war beneath and behind all the other wars. And you might think you know what side you’re on. But you have to be careful.”
Bufort was signaling her with hand gestures, his eyes shining. We have to go. She pointed a finger at the door, meaning, Go ahead.
She took a chance: “I’m not judging you for what you are. I just have to stop you.”
“I don’t know if you can. I don’t know that this can be stopped. I don’t know if there’s any rest.”
Bufort gave her one last look and barged out Kincaid’s door, disappearing into the hallway, running.
Her gaze fell on the folder on the desk. Kevin Wolpert looked back at her from the two-dimensional photograph. An artist who’d turned to Wall Street and got tangled up in money and drugs, lost it all. Bitter now, resentful. Someone who’d been at Odyssey House at the same time as Deborah Greaney. Where they could have easily formed a bond that had translated from rehabilitation life to street life.
Maybe Greaney had slipped back into drugs while Wolpert walked the high road. It could explain his obsession with dignity and purity.
The killer was still on the phone. “It’s been a pleasure talking to you, Shannon. You’re good when you’re confident.”
“I appreciate that,” she said, but sensed the connection had ended.
She put her phone away and gathered up the two files. One on Wolpert and the other on Greaney. She tucked these under her arm and shook Kincaid’s hand. The director looked pale. He’d just witnessed an FBI agent talking to a serial killer, and it might have something to do with a painting on his wall. He cleared his throat. “Good luck.”
“Thank you,” Shannon said. And she left.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 10:32 A.M
Bufort had the car running outside the entrance. The day had clouded up and was cool, a wind skirting through the parking lot, stirring the fallen leaves. She dropped into the vehicle and shut the door, and Bufort weaved through the parking lot and jumped the curb onto the street, then roared up to speed.
“The location is a halfway house a mile southwest of us. Jackson Ave.” He pointed to the phone clipped to the dashboard, showing their movement as a blinking orange dot and the destination as a glowing red orb. He drove them underneath the Bruckner Expressway, then made a left. They were lucky with the lights and caught the first several before being forced to stop.
During the drive, both of them were communicating with other agents and law enforcement. NYPD was just arriving on the scene; their instructions were to wait for FBI. The light turned green. Bufort made a right turn at the next intersection. Straight ahead was a park, the trees in full-spectrum color. A left onto Jackson Ave, where, half a block down, two NYPD patrol cars were double-parked in front of a brown building, six stories high, a fire escape zigzagging up the middle. Across the street, kids played basketball on a court enclosed by a high fence.
Bufort slowed, and someone laid on the horn behind them. “Dammit,” he muttered, and pulled over on the opposite side of the street, going nose-to-nose with one of the patrol cars.
“Looks like we’re the first here from the bureau,” Shannon said. The building resembled hundreds like it, except for the first-story mural – a white band with two words repeated in different colors: World Peace World Peace World Peace. On the wedge of brick supporting the long handicap entrance ramp, the same white band, two different words: South Bronx South Bronx South Bronx.
Shannon pulled her weapon. She ejected the magazine, checked it for debris, inserted it back into the pistol, and ran the slide. To confirm a round was loaded, she carefully squeezed the slide back and checked the chamber. She gave the slide a little tap to ensure it was properly seated and then engaged the safety.
She opened the door. Bufort tried to get out his side but was boxed in by the parked car to his left. He swore under his breath and scrambled out the passenger side.
Shannon met with the first NYPD officer, up on the sidewalk. She checked that they had accurate information. “Kevin Wolpert,” the first officer confirmed. “Thirty-three-year-old white male, five feet ten inches tall, approximately two hundred pounds.”
“You got it.” Shannon’s muscles were taut, her nerves singing. The hangover from last night’s binge seemed to renew its grip, like wearing a tight helmet.
Two more local officers arrived in a patrol car. After conferring with Shannon and Bufort, everyone had their roles: two cops outside on the front, two cops out back, and two to accompany the agents as they went inside to talk to Wolpert.
NYPD flanked the doors, and Bufort watched her back as Shannon rang the buzzer. She could see the lobby through the glass. No one in there. A sheet of paper in a Plexiglas box listed the occupants of 1888 Jackson Ave. It included “Studebaker Halfway Home.” She rang the buzzer.
Ten seconds elapsed. “Hello?”
She pressed the intercom. “Yeah, I have a pizza delivery?”
A moment later. “Got a name?”
“The counter girl is new. Forgot to get one. All it says is Studebaker.”
Five more seconds. “Hang on.” The person sounded annoyed.
Shannon waited. Even if it took a minute, it was better than announcing FBI presence or asking for Wolpert. If he was in there, it could put people at risk. While waiting, she checked her surroundings. The walkway up to the glass doors was flanked by two landscaped areas, a few shrubs and a wooden bench on each side. The laughter and shouts from the kids playing basketball reverberated from across the street. They didn’t seem distracted by police presence. More NYPD was arriving and locking down the street, redirecting traffic.
It had been twelve, maybe thirteen minutes since the killer had ended the call. He could be anywhere. “Check the bushes and the benches,” Shannon said to the two NYPD cops.
“Looking for?”
“A phone.”
They were dubious, but started poking around. Shannon was about to hit the buzzer again when the same voice came back. “Hey, ah, no one here ordered a pizza. Sorry.”
Shannon hit the button. “Someone’s got to pay for this, man.”
The caller’s voice was slightly distorted, his words crackling around the edges. “Well, it isn’t going to be me.”
Bad plan. Starting to backfire. Shannon considered just going for it, announcing herself and demanding to be let in, when one of the NYPD cops said, “Oh, hello. Check this out.” He used his toe to slide a phone out from under one of the cedar bushes.
Shannon eased her gun into her side holster. She walked over to the phone, took out a pen, and bent down. It was a cheap burner, a TracFone, something you bought at a drugstore. Using the tip of the pen, she pushed the buttons and went through the call log. The log contained one number. Hers. From a call that had ended sixteen minutes ago.
Bufort stepped beside her. “He was here.”
“Yeah, he was here.”
She went back to the buzzer and hit it again.
“Listen,” the person inside said. “I told you I ain’t paying for a–”
“This is Special Agent Shannon Ames. Need you to open up.”
A hesitation. Then: “Yeah, right. Go fuck yourself.”
One of the NYPD cops stepped in. Pressed the intercom button. “NYPD’s out here too, pal. Now open the door, or your next slice of pizza will be in county lockup.”
The cop leaned back. The other uniformed officer looked over. “They have pizza in county?”
“Thank you,” Shannon said. Less than a minute later, a gray-haired man in baggy sweats came shuffling out, frowning at the group of cops. He hit the buzzer on the other side, and the doors unlocked. Shannon went through first and wasted no time with pleasantries. “Kevin Wolpert. Does he still stay here?”
“Wolpert? He hasn’t been here for a long time. Couple of years, maybe.”
“You have any information for him? Phone number? Mail forwarding? Anything?”
“I, ah – what’s this all about?”
They went through it. Gorgas showed up and coordinated the citywide search with NYPD, the New York State troopers, and the Bronx Sheriff’s Department. The old man didn’t have any info on Wolpert, but Wolpert couldn’t be far. The Department of Motor Vehicles confirmed that he had no registered vehicle. Employment records indicated that his last job was at a packaging facility in Westchester County. The job had ended two months before, but there was a phone number on file. He was getting his mail at a PO Box in the Bronx, with bank checks showing payments made to an apartment complex in Harlem.
It raised the question: why had he gone to the trouble of making a call from a previous residence? Was he implicating the Studebaker house? Maybe the system he felt had failed him?
After several attempts to call Wolpert, Gorgas was on his way to the Harlem address with NYPD accompaniment. The other phone – used to call Shannon – went with a local crime scene unit to be printed and swabbed. It would continue from there to the FBI crime lab in Virginia and undergo further analysis.
Shannon and Bufort returned to the Impala. Bufort shimmied back through the passenger door. Shannon followed him, sat in her seat, and took a moment to close her eyes, rub her temples.
“We’ll get him,” Bufort assured her. “Just a matter of time.”
“I know,” she said.
Even if she didn’t.
The killer had wanted them there. He’d called her and talked to her just long enough for a trace to work. He was still in control, and they weren’t.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 1:08 P.M
They pinged Wolpert’s phone. He had left the city and gone north. At least, that was what the pinging indicated. But without the phone in active use, its communication to area cell towers was infrequent. All anyone knew was that the last active use of the phone had happened in New Rochelle, four days ago, and New Rochelle was about twenty minutes north of the South Bronx.
Shannon was back in Queens. In her office on the eighth floor of the 80-02 building in Kew Gardens. Staring at a mound of paperwork that seemed to grow by the hour.
Tyler stepped into the doorway, wearing his usual snappy suit, his millennial-style pompadour freshly shaved and coiffed. He crossed his arms. “So you leave in the middle of an interview, don’t answer your phone all night, and this morning you’re running your own investigation.”
“I’m sorry, sir.”
“Eighteen months. You’ve been responsible and reliable. Now we’re suddenly in some crime movie where you go rogue and I’ve gotta chew you out.”
“It won’t happen again.”
“I don’t want to be this guy. I don’t want to be the guy that picks up the broken pieces of the idealistic rookie. You smell like alcohol, your eyes are bloodshot, you’re running around with your gun out in front of a halfway house?”
“Wolpert could’ve sent the phone with someone. Put it on a truck so that it went north through New Rochelle…”
“Agent Ames? I’ll call you when we get a net around him.”
“Because he couldn’t have left the city four days ago and burned Gaines. That was yesterday morning.”
Tyler came closer. “Gorgas will find out how he worked it. This guy could be a whiz with phones and he’s bouncing his calls around. But because of that painting you found at Odyssey House, he’s the best connection to Deborah Greaney. And he’s lived in the area most of his life. Right now he’s hiding. Nothing you can do. Now go home.”
“Sir, official FBI business hours end at five…”
“Are you trying to be funny?”
“We need to talk to Deborah Greaney. She was there at Odyssey House when he was.”
“We will. But it’s not going to be you, and it’s not going to be right now. The last time you went in there, she had a meltdown. It took hours for her to calm down again. And she wouldn’t talk to you before about Wolpert. What makes you think she would now?”
“I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt her.”
“Go home, Ames.”
She found it hard to argue. Tyler was definitely upset. She picked up her things and left, then took the E Train from Kew Gardens to the Forest Hills stop and walked the rest of the way home.
Tyler had an agent posted outside her building. She recognized the make of the car and the overlarge antennae. She stopped and said hello – she recognized Agent Patterson from a previous case and from around the office. He was a stakeout guy. Had the gut for it, the bags under his eyes, everything.
They chatted for a minute, and she went up to her place. Her sleep schedule was a wreck. She was tired, but lying down didn’t lead to rest. She cleaned, going after the dirty windows she’d noticed two weeks ago. She played with the cat. Stepped out onto her terrace and watched the city.
When her phone rang, it startled her. But it wasn’t the killer, it was Caldoza.
“Hey,” he said. “Sorry it took so long to get back to you. How you doing, kiddo?”
“Hi. It’s okay. I’m good. I, ah…”
“Where are you? You back in the land of the living?”
“Yeah. I’m home.”
“That’s great. That’s good. What are you doing tonight? You got any time?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I got time tonight.” She paused, feeling herself smile. “What did you have in mind?”
    
SOMETIMES IT WAS BETTER to do the sex part first. With the right person, it brought you a closeness and opened up conversation.
And she needed to feel something. Caldoza’s mouth on hers, the arc of his spine as he moved over her, the twitch of his muscles as he rolled beneath her and she maneuvered on top.
They took a shower. Then Caldoza stepped back into his blue jeans and white T-shirt, pulled on his black blazer and blunt-toed black boots. “I tried to cover my bases,” he said about the outfit. “Casual and semiformal, depending on what we do next.”
Shannon dressed in a pair of slacks and a low-slung blouse. She pinned back her chin-length hair and gave herself a little eye shadow. It felt good to be in normal clothes again. But if she was honest, some of Giselle’s look had rubbed off on her. Caldoza seemed to notice. He stood at the door as they were about to leave, and seemed to take her in with fresh eyes. His expression was hard to read, and she was too modest to ask what he was thinking.
They ate Chinese food, staying in the restaurant, chatting mostly about current events. They followed it with a walk in the park. Caldoza talked about a burglary case he’d been working on, and about his son Rafe. Caldoza said Felicia, his ex, was giving him a hard time. “She thinks she can control everything. It’s worse than when we were married.”
Shannon kicked at the fallen leaves, enjoying the smell in the air – the mellowing of the leaves, a hint of fermentation. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around.”
“It’s not like that.”
“I thought about it when I was training in Quantico. About what the job would be like. Could I have a family? Could I have kids? That kind of thing.”
“And what did you tell yourself?”
“I never had an answer.”
She suddenly craved a cigarette. She scanned Juniper Boulevard, looking for a place to buy some, but it was just row houses, no shops.
“Your limp seems better,” Caldoza said.
“Must be all the walking recently.”
He brushed a finger across her cheek, then her neck. “Got some bruises to add to your other battle scars.”
“Yeah. But they’ll fade.”
He dropped his hand and shook his head, despondent. “I don’t know if I can even handle it. You gonna tell me what happened?”
She sighed. She knew she had to – she wanted to. She spotted a bench and led him to it and talked about the night with Eric Gaines. “He’s twice divorced, got a few kids, works road crew. Has a jacket of domestic battery.”
Caldoza tucked his hands between his knees and stared forward. “It’s not right. They never should have put you in this situation. And Bufort? Where was he?”
“He was on an assignment for Gorgas, trying to get to me. I was hasty. Listen, it was my fault.”
“Do you hear yourself right now?”
“What I mean is, I made the call. To keep going out even though I knew Bufort was preoccupied.”
Caldoza leaned forward and stared some more. After a moment, he said, “A couple of weeks ago, we got a domestic call. Patrol responded, got over there, and found this guy had put his kids in the closet, tied them up there, left them for a week.”
“Oh no…”
“Said he was tired of the noise.” Caldoza sniffed, shook his head in disbelief. “I got there and the kids had been taken by the paramedics. But he was still there. He’s sitting on the couch, and he shows nothing. No remorse. Barely makes eye contact. Starts saying something about the kids. Calling them brats. The wife is gone – she died six months ago. And he’s bad-mouthing her, saying how she spoiled them.” Caldoza’s eyes shone with emotion. Shannon took his hand. He said, “I hit the guy. You know? I kicked him. Right in the mouth.”
Caldoza lowered his head, as if in shame. Shannon moved closer and put her arm around him.
“I’m up on review for it. I could get fired.” He wiped his face and sniffed. “The thing is, I had to get Rafe that night. And I picked him up, brought him to my place, and I just sat there. Looking at him. I couldn’t speak.” Caldoza blinked away the last of the tears. “This is what we do, right? This is the job. I don’t know that we can…”
“What?” She searched his face for answers.
“I don’t know that we can expect to have anything like a normal life,” he said. “Kids. Marriage. I mean sometimes, yeah. You have a backyard barbeque. You take a little vacation. But that’s how it tricks you. Makes you think you can have a normal life. And then something comes and takes it all away. Just snatches it from you.”
He met her gaze. She wondered what he saw there, in her eyes. If he thought their relationship was a trick. Something sweet that could never happen. Something that could only hurt.
Maybe he was right.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 6:45 A.M
Caldoza was up early, before six. Shannon was aware of him leaving, but still half-asleep. When her alarm went off an hour later, she rose and fed the cat, ate and showered. She took the train back to Kew Gardens.
It was before official hours, and the resident agency was quiet. She let herself in her office and checked her emails, now numbering in the two hundreds. She started from the top, but there was nothing about a Wolpert capture. And anyway, someone would’ve called her.
An email from Tyler reminded her that in two days they’d be meeting with some people from the Justice Department. Undercover work had a lot of oversight, including a full review of Shannon’s two weeks as a sex worker. The information would be used to aid other undercover agents in the field, but was also a check on Shannon’s sanity.
To see if she had her core identity intact.
Of course she did; it wasn’t like she’d spent years in deep cover. But she’d clearly made mistakes. Tyler was upset with her, and the reminder felt like a warning: get your shit together for this.
Was her shit together? Had the two weeks revealed something about herself she’d been repressing? She spent a minute thinking about identity. Who we thought
we were versus how other people saw us. What we strived to be, and what we ran from. We each contained multitudes, but at any given moment, there was usually something specific driving us. One part of us at the wheel.
Things aren’t always what you think they are.
What drove the killer? Anger, for one thing. Power. Control. The murders felt like vengeful punishment. But it was highly unlikely he’d known his victims personally. He knew the sex workers, not the victims. It wasn’t who the victims were – it was what they were. Johns.
There’s only one war that’s being fought.
She opened an email from Reese headed “More research on Moloch.”
Shannon read:
Written by seventeenth-century poet John Milton, the poem “Paradise Lost” describes the battle between good and evil. Lost in a place called Pandemonium, Satan rallies the fallen angels – devils – to rise up again and reclaim Heaven. One of those devils, Moloch, is anxious for open war, even if God’s punishment wipes them all out. Moloch cares only about seeking revenge, regardless of the cost.
Reese included other references to Moloch, both biblical and extra-biblical. Moloch was a pagan god to whom worshippers offered children. He was also depicted as a demon that forced his victims to choose between two equally horrible fates.
Reese had added a question at the bottom of her research: Choose between fire or stone? And she’d linked to an excised portion of the video from Roberto Clemente State Park. Shannon watched as the killer emerged from the gloom with an axe and a Halligan tool. He made quick work of the padlock, then went back to the street, returning with the two items: a large can of gasoline and a heavy-looking bag. No doubt containing bricks. Paving stones.
And maybe there it was.
Moloch made people choose between two terrible fates. The killer was doing the same with his victims. Letting them pick whether to be burned or bludgeoned. Between the Old Testament-style MOs and the painting of Moloch, it was clear the killer was referencing scripture. But to what extent could that help her ID and catch him?
After a few more minutes taking care of only the most pressing clerical tasks, Shannon went down to the building garage and signed out a company car. The Chevy Impalas used by the bureau had been souped up with something called Police Interceptors, which meant the shocks were better and the handling more efficient.
She made it to the Bronx in record time, smooth sailing all the way.
    
SHE STARTED from the most recent crime scene and worked her way back. The parking lot where Eric Gaines had been burned alive, tied to the wheel of his car. The state park where Ray Turgenev was beaten to death with paving stones. The demolished building where Cormac Rand was found incinerated. Then to the Harlem River Lot, where she’d picked up the case after Jared D’Onofrio had been burned to death. Prior to those victims, Dennis Olivier had been killed at Hunts Point, and both Lawrence Olmos and Josea Reyes had been found in Morrisania, Giselle’s neck of the woods.
Four burnings. Three stonings.
Shannon sat in the Impala, having driven to the alleyway where Josea Reyes was the first to be murdered. A few tattered remnants of crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze, but the space was no longer a protected crime scene. It had been a year. Everything had been photographed and logged and tagged. Reyes had been found at the very back, hit over the head at least five times with a concrete block. The block was found at the scene, having cracked into two bloody pieces.
She left the car running and walked there. Even after a year, the Rorschach-shaped dark spot on the pavement was likely long-crusted blood.
Reyes had left behind four children. He’d been divorced. There was one domestic violence report against him. According to a statement Agent Gorgas had taken from the victim’s ex-wife, Reyes had a bit of a drinking problem. Sometimes when he drank too much, he got rough. Not terribly violent, the ex-wife had said, but nevertheless abusive.
The autopsy indicated that his forearm had been broken, his shoulder blade cracked. A knife had punctured his lung. It all indicated the killer had forced him here by knifepoint. That Reyes had likely raised his arm in an attempt to ward off the concrete block used to kill him. Had he been forced to choose that MO? Had the knife puncture taken his wind away and brought him to his knees, and there, bleeding out, pleading for his life, the killer said, “Pick one”?
It made her nauseous, slightly weak in the legs.
You’re confronted with two grotesque options. Would you rather be burned alive? Or have your skull bashed in until you black out?
    
SHE DECIDED to seek out the Bronx parishes. A person could pick up religious knowledge just about anywhere. From jail, from the street, or from a Bible in the side table of a hotel room. It didn’t have to be Sunday school or devout parents. But it wouldn’t hurt.
She rolled on from the alleyway and did a few slow drive-bys of area churches, from simple brick-and-steeple to more elaborate baroque cathedrals. Since the beginning, Shannon thought the killer must know the region well. He’d plotted and successfully executed more than a half dozen murders. It was diligent research and preparation; that was part of it.
But she thought he was from here, too. Originally. It had that feel. This was his territory. And sex work happened all over the country. The killer had other options, but he’d made the Bronx his killing ground.
Driving on from the last church, Shannon picked up an incoming call through the car system.
“Hey,” Bufort said over the speakers. “You on a hot lead?”
“Making the rounds. What’s up?”
“I got a call from county.” His tone turned serious. “Deborah Greaney just tried to kill herself. She’s in the ICU at Fletcher Hospital.”
“Oh no…”
“Yeah. She’s losing it. Apparently she regained consciousness and started talking about how Moloch was coming to get her.”
“She said that? Moloch?”
“Yeah. That’s what the nurse said.”
“I’m on my way.”
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 2:48 P.M
Greaney looked her worst yet. Hollow. Sunken. She’d managed to procure a shiv from another inmate – a sharp piece of plastic glued and taped to a toothbrush – and cut lengthwise into her wrists. She’d lost more than a pint of blood and had slipped into shock. The fresh blood was still being pumped in as Shannon approached the hospital bed.
The frail, drug-addicted woman was awake, but her staring eyes were vacant.
“Hi, Deborah.” Shannon pulled a chair over from the corner and sat down. The machines beeped and pulsed. The air was redolent of antiseptic, not quite masking the copper tinge of blood. “How are you feeling?”
Greaney stared up at the ceiling. She blinked a couple of times, but that was it.
Shannon took her hand. Gave it a gentle squeeze. It felt cold and bony.
“Deborah, I’m sorry this happened to you. I’m so sorry.”
Shannon lowered her head. Her body seemed to slow down. After all the running and gunning and many recent shocks – on top of the weeks spent away from home, out of her routine – the calm of the room was soothing. But Deborah Greaney was someone in far worse shape.
I hope this woman can have some peace.
When she raised her head, Greaney was looking at her. A tear tracked sideways down her face, another pooling at the ridge of her nose.
She said something too soft to understand.
Shannon leaned closer. “What, honey?”
“No way out,” she whispered.
“There’s no way out? Of course there is. It’s right here. With me.”
Greaney made a dry swallow. The tear fell from her nose. “There’s no way out. If I tell you anything, I have to face him.”
“No. We’ll protect you.”
“If I’m guilty of being an accomplice, I go to prison anyway. No way out.”
“You’re not an accomplice. I’ll make sure that word never even gets into a courtroom.” It was a bit much, beyond her purview, but the emotions were running high.
Greaney said, “You don’t understand.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s like he’s two people.”
More tears fell. Greaney’s dry lips were trembling.
Shannon said, “He’s an abuser. It’s what they do. He used you, Deborah. He got into your head.”
“He’s not a man.”
“It seems that way, I’m sure.” But the hairs were standing up on the back of her neck.
Greaney’s eyes closed in a long blink, and she swallowed again. Her hoarse voice had risen slightly. “There’s something inside him. It lives in there.”
Gooseflesh now, on Shannon’s arms. Spinal cord lighting up. She shook it off. “Listen to me, Deborah. It’s time.”
The fear began to fill up Greaney’s gaze. “I can’t. I can’t say anything.”
“Yes you can.”
Greaney watched Shannon, then slowly rolled away to stare at the ceiling.
Shannon stood up and leaned in, trying to reenter Greaney’s line of sight. “I’ve got a feeling that he grew up around Morrisania. And that he grew up with religion. Like you did.” She added, “Like I did, too.”
Greaney stayed facing away.
Shannon took a slow breath. She didn’t want to hurt this person any more than she’d already been hurt. But the killer was taking lives. It didn’t matter whose lives, or how society might judge the victims. They mattered, and Shannon was their advocate.
“Deborah, does the name Moloch mean anything to you?”
Greaney’s eyes finally came back. Her mouth worked for a moment, like she wanted to speak but couldn’t get out the words. Her already-pale color blanched further, her lips bloodless. “Where did you hear that?”
“Did he mention that name? Did he use it?”
Greaney didn’t answer. Shannon could see the battle being fought inside her. Despite everything, she was loyal to the killer. Scared, yes. Worried over her child. But Candy had been put in the same predicament and walked away.
The killer had had more time with Deborah Greaney. More time to work on her psychologically. More time to both romance and terrify her. They called it “seasoning,” and it wasn’t only a pimp’s game. It was any abuser’s.
She looked at Shannon, her tight mouth and shining eyes evincing her inner struggle.
And then, Greaney cracked open.
“He talked about heaven. How the angels were kicked out. And how they wanted to get back in.”
“Okay. Good.”
“He said Moloch was the strongest angel. And he believed Moloch could come into the world, through people. That we could make a heaven here. We just had to clean up the place.”
Shannon wanted to show Greaney her photo of the painting, but she was worried for the woman’s safety. In her frail and anxious state, even a small version of that horrible image might send her over the edge. She described it instead. “Do you remember anything like that from your time at Odyssey House?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t know. That whole time is a blur.”
There was something else she could show her though. Shannon let go of Greaney’s hand and scrolled through her pictures. She hung Wolpert’s image in front of her.
“Is this him?”
Greaney squinted to see better. “No.”
“You’re sure? Do you know who this is? He was with you at Odyssey.”
“It’s not him.”
“But if Moloch always wore a mask…”
“I can remember Kevin. He painted. He was nice.”
“He’s the one who painted the picture. Maybe Moloch is inside him, making the difference.”
Greaney just looked at Shannon. It was clear she was being genuine.
“One other time,” she said, “he talked about his childhood.”
“Moloch did?”
Greaney nodded.
“Tell me.”
“His mom raised him. She had men coming over, and they’d pay her. It was how they got by.”
“She was a prostitute.”
“He told me he could hear it.” Greaney’s voice trembled, and her eyes poured, but she was finally coming out with it. “He said he could hear them in his mother’s room, having sex. And sometimes the men would hit her. And he would hear it. He’d listen to them beating her up, and if he tried to stop it, they just threw him aside. She would even yell at him, tell him to get out.”
“What happened to her?” Shannon asked.
“They found her in her room. She drank and drugged herself to death. He was eight.”
“And what did they do with him?”
“He went somewhere. To a boys’ home, I think.”
“Which one?”
“I don’t know.”
“He never said?”
Greaney shook her head. It sounded like a religious boys’ home, though. Where else would an orphaned eight-year-old get the kind of religious exposure he’d later pervert in his psychosis? This wasn’t something a grown man had picked up to use as subterfuge; this was baked in. This was in his subconscious, ideas that found him while he was still young and vulnerable.
As far as she was aware, there were only a few of those types of religious boys’ homes in the Bronx. If her profile on the killer suggested an approximate age of thirty-five, she could collect names and start going through them.
“Deborah, I have one last question. When did you first meet Moloch? Was it that night? With Joe Carnahan? The john who was beaten?”
Renewed fear shone in Greaney’s eyes. Her lips sealed in a tight line.
Shannon assured her, “You’re not going to be in trouble. You’re not on the hook for anything with what happened to him. You just have to tell me, yes or no – did Moloch assault him? One night, you were on a date with Carnahan, and I think he got rough with you. Did Moloch…?”
Her lips finally parted. “I think so.”
“How did he know?”
“I don’t know.”
“You didn’t call him?”
“No. I didn’t call him. He was just there.”
Shannon said, “Maybe he was just there, or maybe he knew you from before. Think, honey. He never made any reference to knowing you?”
She considered it. “After he beat up that guy, um, Carnahan, he told me he was going to watch out for me. And one night, he got in the car after a date. The john had hit me. But Moloch said, ‘You’re gonna meet him again.’ So I did, maybe like a week later. Moloch gave me instructions. He would follow us. He said to unlock the doors before I started to have sex. And I did. It’s what makes me… It’s what makes me…”
She sobbed, unable to finish.
It’s what makes me an accomplice.
“Deborah,” Shannon said softly, “no jury in the world would convict you. You just–”
“I unlocked the doors, and he slid into the back.”
Shannon was silent, letting her speak. Letting her confess – this time, for real.
“He would tell the john they were going to drive somewhere. And he’d kick me out of the car. He always wore a mask. He said it kept the demon hidden. He knew everything about my little girl. He said if I ever turned on him, he’d kill her. He was the only one who could keep her safe. Keep me safe. As they got what they had coming. As he fought to get heaven back to earth and restore paradise.”
Everything locked into place. A boy who’d grown up with a mother prostituting herself for rent money. Money for booze and drugs and whatever else. Still, she was his mother. All that he’d had. Precious to him.
Shannon sat back, letting the tension unwind. The idea that Moloch was just there and happened upon Greaney at the hotel – she didn’t buy it. He knew her from before. “Do you remember anybody else from when you were at Odyssey? Any patients?”
“A couple, maybe.”
“How about any staff? Counselors?”
“I might.”
“Any names? Anybody at all.”
“Um…” Greaney closed her eyes. “Sasha, she was one of the patients. Amina was a counselor, I think. And… William ran the group.”
“William?”
Greaney opened her eyes. “Yeah. He’s at the clinic now.”
“The social worker at the clinic?” Shannon had a memory of Greaney talking to him at the office window. And of asking him about Lana. Maybe even something in between – a sandwich on a street corner…
“Yeah,” Greaney said. “He works at the clinic now. He found me on the street one night and got me and the girls down there. Sissy and them. Have you seen Sissy?”
“What’s his last name, Deborah?”
She slumped back. “I don’t know.”
“Okay.” Shannon walked away from the bed, toward the windows, where rain was streaking down against a twilight backdrop. She could see across the Bronx, to the bridges over the Harlem River. She used Google to get the number for the free clinic in Morrisania. Before dialing, she glanced back at Greaney.
The young woman looked so vulnerable lying there, her bony frame draped in the bedsheet, the white bandages on her wrist. She was watching Shannon. Maybe it was better to take this outside.
    
SHANNON LEFT the room and walked down the hallway to the stairwell, stepped in, and dialed the free clinic. A woman answered.
Shannon hung up.
It was the wrong way to go. If she asked for William, and he was there, she’d have to make up some story so as not to alarm him. She’d also need to make up a story just to get his last name. And even if she did, the woman who answered surely would relay to him that someone called asking.
Best to err on the side of caution. William might be nobody to worry about, but still…
He’s everywhere. He sees everything.
She called Odyssey instead. She would get a list of everyone who had worked there or been admitted while Deborah Greaney was there. The killer might be watching the place – maybe he even still worked there – but she had to try something.
“Odyssey House,” said a receptionist.
Shannon said who she was and asked for Kincaid.
“Oh… Of course, ah, Ms. Ames. One moment.”
She waited, biting her nail while the connection rang.
No luck. Kincaid’s voicemail picked up. She left a quick message, vague but urgent: “I need a follow-up with you. Please call me back as soon as you can. Thank you.”
She left the stairwell and walked back toward Greaney’s room. Halfway there, she saw a nurse go running in.
Someone shrieked. It raised the hairs on Shannon’s skin. She picked up her speed and reached the room. Multiple nurses surrounded Greaney, who was red-faced and yelling and pointing at Shannon.
Or, not at Shannon, but at the doorway.
“I saw him!” Greaney’s voice was shrill. Choked with panic. Monitor alarms were ringing. “He’s here!”
Greaney must’ve meant Moloch. Had she seen a man in a mask? But there was no time to ask. Greaney’s eyes rolled back to the whites. Her eyelids fluttered. Her body went into spasms.
“She’s coding,” someone said.
Shannon turned for the door. She went for her gun, thought better of it, left it in the side holster. Greaney was probably hallucinating. Shannon needed to check on it anyway, but maybe without the gun. She stepped into the hallway and looked both ways. One was the way she’d come from the stairwell. The other led to the elevators. She trotted that way, picking her way around people and parked gurneys and medical trays until she reached the elevator lobby.
There were three elevator cars, and the doors to one were just closing. Shannon jumped for it, tried to catch it, but was too late. It had looked like at least one person riding in the car.
She watched the numbers start down. The other elevators were too far away. She found the stairwell on this end of the floor and started down, taking two steps at a time, jumping for the landings. She was breathing hard by the second floor, but kept up her speed the rest of the way to the bottom. After exiting, she got her bearings. Hospitals were always so confusing. Like they didn’t want you to leave. She tried one way, saw signs for the emergency room, then went in a different direction.
Soon the entrance came into view, a long front desk for checking in, a series of glass double doors out to the street. She chose the middle ones and hurried out. The rain hit her. It was picking up, blowing hard on the street, yellow cabs waiting with wipers slapping back and forth.
One person was on foot at the end of the block, running, holding a coat above his head. No – her head. A woman. Shannon went the other way. She rounded the corner and faced the attached parking garage.
Either she saw the flash of a pant leg as someone took their last step out of the daylight and into the gloom, or it was a trick of the light.
She went for it anyway, jogging into the garage, then jogging up and around, up and around, past the dozens of parked cars. The garage went four stories. At the top, she bent over, hands on her knees, and caught her breath.
No one was here. If there’d been someone, he was gone.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 5:03 P.M
Shannon drove south toward Odyssey House as she picked up a call from Gorgas. He sounded excited, out of breath. “We just grabbed Kevin Wolpert. We got him, Ames. We’re bringing him in.”
“Where?”
Wolpert had been on a lake in Vermont.
Fishing.
“What’s he saying?”
“What else would he be saying? He’s got nothing to do with it, he says. He read about it in the news and didn’t give it another thought. This is his second year going up to this lake. Says it’s part of his ‘recovery.’”
She could hear the quotation marks in Gorgas’s voice. “He didn’t give it a second thought? Did he recognize Deborah Greaney’s name? She remembers him. Did you ask him about Odyssey?”
“Well, we gotta have more of a proper talk with him. But he admitted to being there, says he vaguely remembers her. That’s it.”
“He never saw her after she left?”
“No, never saw her. And for that matter, he says, he never solicited a prostitute. Doesn’t even know anyone who has. It’s been a couple of years. It’s possible he just genuinely forgot about her. I gotta admit, I have my doubts this is our guy.”
“But someone wants us to think it’s him. At least, they want us chasing him around.”
She told Gorgas about Greaney. And about a counselor named William who now worked at the sex clinic in Morrisania.
“Holy shit,” Gorgas said. “All right. Listen, we’re bringing in Wolpert for a formal interview. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Please ask him about the painting.”
“The painting…”
“Ask him why he painted it.”
“Okay.”
She ended the call and finished the drive in five minutes. Before she left the car, her phone rang. She took the call as she walked in.
It was Kincaid, anyway. “Agent Ames – is everything all right? What can I do for you? I was just about to leave for the day.”
“This shouldn’t take long. But I need you to let me in.”
    
AFTER KINCAID CAME to the door and brought her back to his office, Shannon explained she needed to look through his personnel files. She was wet from the run from the car to the building and dripping. Kincaid pulled a towel out of a gym bag and handed it to her. “It’s clean.”
“Thanks. I need to see who worked here when Deborah Greaney was a patient,” she said. “Wolpert, too.”
Kincaid had everything in his system and, after a few seconds and some clicking, turned his laptop around to face her. There were several names, including William.
“William Decker,” Shannon said. She was looking at a picture of the man from the clinic. And she remembered fully now: he was also the one who’d helped her to get back on her feet when she’d gone on that rare binge fueled by frustration and self-pity.
Decker had worked for Odyssey for four and a half years. He was thirty-three, same age as Wolpert. He had his undergraduate degree from the City University of New York. A bachelor’s in psychology. He’d then gotten his MSW at Fordham.
“He worked with us as a substance abuse counselor,” Kincaid said. “He was overqualified, but we were happy to have him. He said he wanted the experience. Then he went to the Morrisania Sexual Health Clinic, I believe. I wrote him a letter of recommendation. Not that he needed it.”
“What was he like?”
Kincaid made a face like, what can I tell you? “He was, ah… he was good. The patients seemed to respond to him. He got a little bossy at times, but I think they needed that tough love. Like I said, addiction is nothing to sugarcoat. It’s hell.”
“Do you think he believed that?”
“Sure.” Kincaid scrunched up his nose. “I mean, not literally. At least, I don’t believe in hell literally. But you know what I’m saying. We had discussions all the time about what these people were going through. What they’d been through. One of the things I would say – long and hard is the road that leads out of hell.”
“Right,” Shannon said, not bothering to correct the quote. She handed Kincaid back his towel. “Did he talk to the patients in a religious way?”
“Nothing more than the sort of nonspecific spirituality of AA. Many paths and all that.”
“How about the painting? Could he have been the one to paint it and not Wolpert?”
“I don’t think he painted. But he oversaw the art class. It’s like an art therapy thing we do. Throwing pots, crocheting, painting, everything. The only thing we don’t do is blow glass.” Kincaid smiled, perhaps trying to make a joke.
Shannon’s mind leapt ahead. “Decker had Wolpert in his art class?”
“Yes. He did.”
    
SHE CHECKED IN WITH GORGAS. Wolpert had admitted to painting the figure with the bull’s head.
“We need to ask him where he got the idea,” she said. “If it’s meant to be a painting of Moloch, and why he did it.” She was back in the car, wipers slapping off the rain as she cruised the wet streets. One more thing to check.
“Already did. He says he doesn’t really remember. That he was pretty far gone at the time.”
“Ask him about William Decker. Decker was a substance abuse counselor when both Wolpert and Greaney were at Odyssey House.” She told Gorgas about the art class.
Gorgas said he’d have his people get the critical information – Decker’s address, phone number. They hung up.
Shannon pulled in front of a long, squat brick building situated next to a church. She sat for a minute as the rain intensified, pounding the roof like a dumped bag of coins. This was the third boys’ home of four that Reese had found in the district. There was no record of William Decker at any of them. Maybe she was barking up the wrong tree.
But she was here now.
When the rain didn’t let up, she bolted for the building anyway and found it locked. The plaque beside the door read “Hillside Home for Boys.” The place looked run-down, no longer in use. Another dead end. The church was open, though, so she went in.
The first thing to hit her was the tranquility. Such a loud storm and a noisy city, and in here it was quiet and still. She tried sluicing the rainwater from her clothes in the stone entryway. Then walked up the center aisle toward the altar, running her hand along the pews. It had been a few months since she’d attended a service. The place was redolent of incense and candle wax. Tall, stained-glass windows streaked by the rain.
She stopped in front of the hanging crucifix for a moment, then moved on to the back, where a bench of candles sat silently flickering. A doorway nearby looked like it might lead to the rectory. She passed through it into a short hallway, then knocked on the first door. A priest answered. In his seventies, white haired, wrinkled like a raisin.
She showed him her ID and explained that she was trying to verify whether or not someone had attended Hillside. “Probably sometime between 1995 and 2005,” she said.
The priest thought he could help. The church adjoined the school, and there was a records room. “But everything’s on the computer now,” the priest said. “They did the whole thing – they digitized it.” He led her to a different room that was nothing more than a desk and a computer and booted it up.
The priest cracked his knuckles and sat down. He clicked away like he was fresh out of typing class. “Here we go,” he said. “Attendance.”
“Is there a search feature? Oh, there it is. Can you type in William Decker?” She spelled it, the priest typed it, hit enter, and they waited.
For about two seconds, then the record popped up on-screen.
William Decker had gone to Hillside from 1996 to 2004.
It was him.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 6:18 P.M
Shannon had the Impala’s deck lights going – flashing blue and red – as she sped her way to Decker’s address. Gorgas and a team of NYPD cops were headed for the clinic.
Bufort met her at the small brick home in Morris Park, along with half a dozen agents. The arrest warrant had already gone through.
William Decker was now the prime suspect in the killings of at least seven men.
The FBI vehicles choked the street. Civilian motorists struggled past. Shannon approached the front door with Gorgas as other agents ran to cover the back door and any other possible exits.
Shannon knocked. Rang the doorbell.
“Mr. Decker? This is Special Agent Shannon Ames with the FBI. I need to have a word with you, sir.”
She was answered by silence.
The arrest warrant permitted entry and a search. Bufort signaled to a group of agents waiting on the sidewalk. A Special Weapons and Tactical Team trotted over with a small hydraulic ram, which they wedged in the door frame. The men called out as they worked, announcing themselves, demanding Decker open up. When he didn’t, they yelled for anyone inside to stand back. The hydraulic arm pushed with incredible force, bending the door until it gave inward with a snap.
Armed with M4 carbines, SWAT entered the house. They moved through in stages, calling out Clear! as they breached each room and checked it for danger. No one seemed home. The light was dim, gloomy. A musty, unlived-in scent hung in the air. The living room looked like something from a 1970s showcase. Floral-print couches, shag carpeting, and old cathode-ray TV on a long cabinet. Shannon bet there would be VHS tapes inside.
“Decker? Are you here? This is the FBI!”
Bufort made eye contact and nodded at the ceiling – he was headed upstairs. Shannon moved through the small living room, down a short hallway. Bathroom on the left, closed door on the right. SWAT was moving out of the kitchen, to a back room – a den or office. This was more lived-in and featured a computer desk, inlaid shelves on two walls, filled with books. Shannon flipped on a light and read the titles on some of the spines. In the
Realm of the Hungry Ghosts by Gabor Mate. Summa Theologica by Thomas Aquinas. Mechanics of Demonology by G. P. Haggart. There were copious textbooks, from undergraduate courses up through graduate-level study. Psychology, sociology, philosophy. Books on art and music. Religious art and iconography.
Shannon opened the Dell laptop on the desk. She pressed a key with her gloved hand, and the laptop awakened. It required a password to gain access. No luck for now. But pinned to the wall above the desk were several newspaper articles. One from two months back showed Shannon standing in a bus lot in Brooklyn in the midst of talking to a reporter. Shannon recognized the reporter – Jordan Baldacci. The headline read FBI agent wounded in explosion, Gazette reporter killed.
Shannon stepped away from the desk, feeling cold. She didn’t like being in here. Didn’t like being in Decker’s space. It felt wrong, like wandering into a wolf’s den. There would be consequences.
She glanced through a window overlooking the small backyard, where two agents were going through a toolshed. Another agent was holding a clipboard, starting the chain-of-evidence log. Everything had to be accounted for, including the names of every agent executing the warrant, with every seized item clearly bagged, labelled, and documented. This guy needed to be prosecuted without any mishaps.
She went back through the kitchen to the closed door. The white doorknob rattled loose. She gave it a half-turn, and the door swung inward, revealing stairs down to a basement. She flipped a light switch on the wall; nothing happened. She flipped it a few more times. She took out her flashlight and descended.
A long, narrow basement. Concrete floor slightly uneven. Workout equipment occupied one corner – a bench press and two sets of dumbbells. A stair tread creaked with weight behind her. She swung the light on Bufort coming down after her.
“Stinks down here. Like man sweat,” Bufort said.
Shannon showed him the corner.
“Ah,” he said. “Jack LaLanne, eat your heart out.”
“Anything upstairs?”
“Three bedrooms, beds and bureaus, but only one of the rooms is lived in. We’ll get the deed and everything, but looks to me like this guy bought a furnished house.”
“And he’s barely here,” Shannon said.
“Yeah, he’s busy.”
They kept searching the basement. Shannon found a hanging string and pulled it, and a single bare bulb snapped on. Many serial killers liked to keep souvenirs. Something to help them relive the murders, savor the details. Decker, so far, was an exception. There was no pile of bloody bricks, no used gas cans – he left all that stuff behind at the crime scenes.
She went back up and rifled through the kitchen drawers, found a lighter, but it was plain red. She returned to the office, Decker’s den, and looked at the books some more. The one on dissociative identity disorder caught her attention, and she brought it down from the shelf for closer inspection.
After a few flips of the pages, she called for Bufort.
He came in a few seconds later. “What do you got?”
She showed him the two words written on the endpaper.
Help me.
    
AN HOUR of searching yielded more of the same results: this was the house of a man who was scarcely home. It contained not a single photograph of Decker or any friends or loved ones. The only hanging frames displayed artwork, but these too looked inherited, part of the estate Decker had bought. Which was confirmed – Bufort had guessed right – Decker had purchased the home after the woman who lived here for many years had finally passed away.
On paper, Decker was upstanding. After a rocky start – an absent father and a mother dead when he was eight – he’d spent a decade as a ward of the state. During that time he’d had some trouble with fighting, but had apparently channeled it into the sport of boxing. It seemed a success story: someone raised in an orphanage who rises up, makes the grades, and gets a boxing scholarship to obtain his MSW from Fordham University. When he went to work in his field, he was on top of his game. Kincaid had even considered him overqualified.
Decker had been able to finance a home after only a short time working for Odyssey. He would have needed good credit – maybe he’d bought and paid down a vehicle first. Gotten a credit card and made his monthly payments on time.
Decker was a planner. He was driven.
When her phone rang, it was no surprise. She practically expected it.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 7:02 P.M
“Hello?”
The killer’s voice filled Shannon’s head. “Your boyfriend seems like a nice guy.”
Her chest tightened as her breathing stopped. “My boyfriend?”
“Luis Caldoza, age thirty-six. Hair black, eyes brown. Carries his Glock 17 in a brown leather shoulder holster, like an old-fashioned cop.” The killer’s voice sounded different than usual. Deeper.
Shannon didn’t see Bufort when she looked. FBI agents were passing by with boxes of Decker’s stuff, headed outside. Her gaze skipped across Decker’s things. The old TV. The framed paintings that looked like something from a hotel. The place was stuck in time. Decker was decades out of date.
Say something. “I’m in your house.”
“I know.”
Like a gut punch. She hurried to the nearest window and looked out. “Are you watching me now?”
“Did you hear me?”
She snapped her fingers and got the nearest agent’s attention. She pointed at the phone and nodded. The agent seemed to get the picture. Shannon then pointed to her eyes and twirled her finger in the air. The agent hurried off, stopping another agent in an FBI jacket who was passing through the room. They spoke quietly, looked at her, then rushed outside.
“I hear you,” Shannon said to the killer. “You’re describing my boyfriend.” No sense in bluffing. “Is it a threat?”
“It was a compliment.”
“I don’t know what you think you’re going to do to an NYPD cop. He’s got ten years of experience, the loyalty of a city, and he sleeps with his gun.”
Bufort was suddenly beside her. She muffled her phone and whispered to him, “Caldoza’s in danger.”
Bufort understood. He moved away with his phone, calling to scramble a team.
“You’re just like her,” the killer said. All the good humor had drained from his voice. He sounded increasingly abnormal. Like he was using a voice-changer.
“Like who?”
“You’re like all of them.”
“You’re upset.”
“I think I was wrong about you.”
“That’s what you say when you can’t get someone to do what you want.”
“Oh, I’ll get you to do everything I want. I’m just saying that I’m disappointed.”
“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you. But I told you I was going to do my job.”
Caldoza…
“You’re covering up with your bravado,” the killer said. “And nobody sleeps with their gun.”
“What exactly do you think you’re gonna do?”
“I’m already doing it.”
The response sounded more confident than she’d hoped.
“Doing what?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “I don’t understand this. What upset you?”
The killer only breathed.
The air felt brighter, tight with trepidation. Her hands were suddenly cold with lack of blood flow. She switched the phone to her other ear. “Talk to me, please.”
“I see everything,” he said.
“Like what? What did you see?”
He paused. “I see too much. I’ve seen enough. And now your cop boyfriend will be judged.”
The call ended.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 7:34 P.M
Caldoza had been working late, still trying to crack the burglary on his docket. Fellow cops found him in his office and escorted him to his home, the second floor of a brownstone walk-up in Williamsburg. More NYPD were sent to his ex-wife’s house, per Shannon’s request.
When Shannon arrived, he was in his kitchen. She went to him and hugged him. He felt solid and real. He was alive and untouched. After the embrace, he stood against the sink, arms folded, ropy muscles showing, eyes shining darkly. “So what’s the deal with this guy? He’s made it personal now or what?”
“I’ve actually had three conversations with him,” Shannon said.
“You what?”
“He could be doing this to upset me. A bluff. But we obviously have to take every precaution.”
Caldoza glared at her. “You take every precaution with me, but this guy obviously knows you, knows who you are – why haven’t they taken you off the case, put a ring of steel around you?”
“I’ve had someone posted to me. But otherwise I wouldn’t let them.”
“You wouldn’t let them…”
“We searched everywhere around his house. They’re still searching. And you haven’t seen any sign of him. I think this is about him trying to get under my skin. I upset him.”
Caldoza’s eyebrows climbed up. “You upset him?”
“He’s been praising me. Now he’s angry with me.”
Caldoza blew air and shook his head. The gesture said he didn’t have time for the mind games. Shannon let him cool off. She went to the sink and drank some water and looked out at the rain.
To some extent, she figured Decker getting upset, or angry with her, was inevitable. He’d use any excuse. It couldn’t be because she was in his house – she’d been explicit with him: I’m still going to try to find you. You know that. I’m going to try to stop you.
He’d even welcomed it. I expect you to try.
And a challenge: Don’t expect it to be easy.
He’d left the phone at Wolpert’s previous residence. Because he’d known she was on that lead. He’d known she’d come to Odyssey House. Was he still secretly talking to Kincaid? Or maybe an orderly? Watching from the parking lot? He would’ve then had to make the drive over to Studebaker Halfway House and make the call. There had been just enough time, she thought – the call had come in at the tail end of her visit with Kincaid.
Maybe Decker hadn’t expected her to make the connection to the painting, and that part set him off. Which had come first? The painting or the name Moloch? Perhaps it was a bit of hubris that had tripped him up, and now his ego was hurting. Decker had lost a step in the game, and now he was flexing his power. Getting things back under his control. Making everyone jump when he said.
Maybe.
One thing was true – the fake warmth and security he’d been plying her with was gone. He’d cast her out; she was no longer worthy.
Caldoza said, “I guess we gotta do what we gotta do.” It was the first he’d spoken in a minute.
Shannon moved closer to him and took his hand in hers. She leaned on his shoulder. The apartment was full of cops, most of them chatting and relaxed now that the initial excitement of finding Caldoza and getting him safe had passed. When a plainclothes detective walked into the kitchen, Shannon recognized him as Caldoza’s partner.
Heinz smiled at her and came in for a hug. “How you doing?”
“I’m okay,” she said. “You?”
“Wow, it’s been a couple of months, huh?” He leaned back and took her measure. “You do something different? Join a biker gang or something?”
Shannon touched her face self-consciously, reminded of the bruise there.
Caldoza said, “Shannon’s been undercover.”
Heinz’s mouth dropped open. Then he nodded. “Okay. I get it now. So this guy is messing with us or what?”
“How long do I have to be here?” Caldoza asked. Seeing Heinz, maybe, was re-triggering frustrations. He had open cases, people counting on him.
Heinz answered for her. He put his hand on Caldoza’s shoulder. “Hey, buddy. All right? You got this. I’ll take care of things. Think of it as a paid vacation.”
They talked a little more, with Heinz trying to lighten the mood. The occasional uniformed officer wandered in, asking for the bathroom. Police had the block surrounded. Sharpshooters watched from neighboring rooftops.
When Heinz started poking around in the fridge, Shannon moved back beside Caldoza. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“It’s not your fault. I mean…”
But he was having a hard time looking at her.
Another uniformed cop came into the room, looking a little frazzled. He held his phone like he’d just ended a call or was about to make one. “’Doza,” he said. “You sure Felicia and Rafe are home?”
Caldoza pushed off the sink, instantly tense. “Supposed to be. Why? What’s the matter? They’re not there? I tried calling her a little while ago – I wanted to go over there, but I’m kept here like a friggin’ prisoner…” He took out his phone and keyed Felicia’s number.
The cop looked between Shannon, Caldoza, and Heinz. “We sent two guys over. They said they rang the bell, but nothing. They’re still there, hanging around. What should I tell them to do?”
Caldoza had the phone to his ear. “Dammit. She’s still not answering…”
Shannon got closer. “What was she doing today?”
“I don’t know. The usual. Sometimes she goes to her mom’s for dinner. Sometimes they go to the park after school…” He left a message. “Felicia, it’s me again. You gotta call me back, okay? Call me back.”
He put his phone away, glanced at Shannon, and hurried out of the room.
“Shit.” Heinz ran after.
Caldoza shrugged on his jacket near the entrance. As he grabbed car keys from a nearby dish, the other cops in the place moved between him and the front door.
“Luis,” Shannon said, coming toward him, “you still gotta stay here.”
“No fucking way.”
He started pushing through the cops. Two of them grabbed a hold of him. Caldoza yelled at them and everyone argued, but the cops didn’t put up much of a fight – this was one of theirs, and he was worried for his son. They let go. Shannon started to object, but her phone wiggled in her pocket. She pulled it out and checked the screen as the door slammed shut and Caldoza left. A text had arrived from an unfamiliar number.
Her heart went into her throat.
I got the kid.
The next message popped up while she watched.
Come alone or he dies.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 8:08 P.M
An address followed the two text messages. It was Belmont, on the other side of the Bronx Park. About ten, fifteen minutes away.
A familiar spot. The Jet Set Hotel.
The killer fired off another series of texts.
You have to go RIGHT NOW and tell no one.
The kid’s name is Rafe.
He’s wearing brown overalls and a blue shirt.
You have just a few minutes.
Shannon realized she’d stopped breathing. She drew some air, let it out slowly, and looked around. She was standing just inside Caldoza’s doorway. Most cops had left, a couple were standing idly by, talking on their phones, figuring out what they should do.
She took another breath. Stared at the messages again.
Decker had Rafe. He was attempting to prove it by describing his clothes. Could he have found that out another way? Sure – he could’ve just been watching. It might be another bluff.
The phone vibrated.
Anyone gets close and I’ll burn him.
Just you. YOU come alone and tell no one.
Room 406.
Throw your phone away NOW.
She wanted to cry. Wanted to scream. It took all of her willpower not to show the messages to the cops in the room. But she thought it through. If Decker was telling the truth and he’d gotten Rafe away from his mother, he’d obviously done it before NYPD got there.
Maybe before they’d even been deployed.
It was likely he’d already taken Rafe when he’d called her.
I’ll get you to do everything I want.
He had it all figured out. Kidnap Rafe, then threaten Caldoza. Rafe lived in Fort Greene. From there to the Jet Set Hotel took maybe half an hour. He’d had plenty of time. She could call Gorgas right now and get agents to the hotel. They could surround and infiltrate. Protect Rafe and take Decker down.
Anyone gets close and I’ll burn him.
Just you.
Tell no one.
The cops were looking at her. She didn’t fake a smile, just concentrated on breathing, on keeping her heart from beating out of her chest. Her mind offered every alternative and every doubt as she walked to the front door. Don’t do this. Go back and tell them. Call Gorgas – he’s at the clinic, closer to the hotel; he can get there before you do.
But the chance that harm would come to Rafe was too great. And Decker gained nothing by bluffing.
You have just a few minutes.
“Hey,” one of the cops said. “You know what we’re supposed to do?”
Shannon turned. He was a young cop, with a blond brush cut and large brown eyes that he blinked at her.
“Just stay here,” she said.
They probably figured she was going after Caldoza when she left.
    
SHE WALKED to the Impala through the pouring rain. She slipped behind the wheel and willed herself to stop shaking. When she was a little more settled, she gave the messages from Decker one more look before popping the battery out of her phone. She pulled out and squeezed through the vehicles in the road, then got up to speed.
After making a left-hand turn at the stop sign, she dropped the phone and battery out of the window.
    
SHE THOUGHT about Moloch as she drove.
Moloch was a fallen angel. And in the Canaanite stories, he was the god of child sacrifices.
But William Decker was just a man. Greaney was terrified, like he was superhuman, because all she’d known was a man in a mask preaching evil and vengeance. Shannon had seen through to the human being. Someone with a psychology background, like her. Someone who’d been traumatized as a child.
Why make it personal? Why reach out to her? It was likely he’d known who she was since she’d taken the case, since the D’Onofrio crime scene. But he’d never blown her cover. Decker worked at the clinic – he could have easily started rumors. Or lied and said he’d seen her talking with FBI. But he never had.
Now he was drawing Shannon to a hotel where he had taken Caldoza’s son hostage. Ray Turgenev had been planning to sleep with Candy at the Jet Set before Moloch disrupted them. And Joe Carnahan had talked about taking Greaney to “some hotel.” Shannon would bet it was the same place.
But hurting Caldoza or Rafe didn’t fit with Decker’s motive. He’d been killing johns like the ones who’d hurt his mother. This was something new. Your boyfriend will be judged. It didn’t fit.
Maybe it was like she’d been thinking – a demonstration of his power. She’d started to gain some ground, and he’d cut her down. Now she was coming to him. Fully under his control.
She was still contemplating it as she made the turn onto Bathgate Ave. A gray, six-story, L-shaped hotel occupied almost the entire block.
She found parking in the street. Her hands felt numb as she gripped the wheel and maneuvered into the spot. It was her automatic pilot that did the parking. Muscle memory that pushed her through the checking of her firearm, locking the car, and crossing the rainy street. A stranger operating her body, carrying her past a bored desk clerk on his phone, toward the elevators, pressing the button, stepping into the car.
As the elevator ascended to the fourth floor, Shannon pressed herself against the back wall. Her heart was beating too fast. Thoughts of her father and mother were sneaking in. Thoughts of her life, her attachments – to her family and friends, her job and co-workers. She wasn’t ready to die.
Nerves jangling, teeth on edge, she closed her eyes and breathed. She said a prayer: Take me if you have to, but save that baby boy.
She sought God’s presence as she envisioned the face of Moloch. The bull’s dark eyes. The sharp and exquisitely curved horns.
But if God was there, He felt a long ways away.
    
SHE PULLED HER WEAPON. The elevator doors opened. She stepped out onto the fourth floor. She managed to read the small plaques that pointed out the rooms. 412 to 421 was to her right. 401 to 411 was to her left. She went left.
After a short walk, she stopped in front of the door. Room 406.
She wondered if the number had some biblical significance. Something from Psalms, maybe.
Her heart felt jammed in her throat. Her palms were sweating and her mouth was dry. Keeping to the side of the door, she aimed her gun with her right hand and knocked with her left.
Almost immediately, a male’s voice.
“It’s open.”
Shannon grasped the doorknob with a shaking hand. Her mutinous body screamed its adrenaline-filled protest: Run!
But it was the other option she had to choose.
Fight.
She opened the door.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 8:40 P.M
“Where is he?” Shannon aimed her gun at the man sitting in the chair in the middle of the room. Her hands were still shaking but getting steadier.
“He’s safe.”
Decker was wearing the black balaclava over his face. On his body, black cargo pants and a black T-shirt. His hands were on his knees. The sheath clipped to his belt contained a knife.
“How can I be sure you have him?”
Decker reached for the small bag on the floor beside him. He fished out an item and tossed it at her feet. Keeping her eyes on him, she squatted down and picked it up. A mauve-colored leather wallet with a driver’s license showing through the plastic window. She brought it up to eye level and gave it the quickest glance.
A woman with wavy brown hair. Large dark eyes. Beautiful smile.
Caldoza’s ex.
Decker reached for it, to get it back. In the dim lighting, it looked as if there was mud splattered on his hands. More likely, blood.
“Where is she? Is she here, too?”
Shannon quickly inventoried the room. Two twin beds. One table in between, a lamp on it. Decker sat in a chair at the foot of the beds. Beside him was a table, a TV, another lamp. She couldn’t see anything stowed beside or in between the beds, not from her angle. She stood in a small foyer, with the bathroom to her left, lighted, door open.
“Rafe? Are you in there, honey? Felicia? Can you hear me?”
“I’ve known your every move,” William Decker said. “Every night. I’ve been right in front of you the whole time. I’ve been at the clinic or out on the street. I must’ve seen you five times just in the past week. And I was right there when Gaines went after you. I was sitting in my car.”
“Where are they?”
“Listen to me.” Decker took a breath and sighed. “You’re only skeptical because people have been skeptical of you. When you showed your ID to Eric Gaines, like you did the others – he wasn’t impressed by it, was he? Did he think it was a fake? You don’t really look like an FBI agent, it’s true. But that was kind of the whole point, right?”
He suddenly stood up. She backed away as he neared.
“Don’t come any closer.”
He held out a palm. Using his other hand, he retrieved his phone from his pocket. He thumbed the screen a couple of times, then faced it to her.
Her breath caught. The picture showed Rafe on a bed. It looked like he was sleeping. The shot was too close to make out any surroundings, but the bedspread looked cheap. Like the ones in here.
“Happy?” Decker asked. “It’s just a little nighttime sleep aid. Put him right out. He’ll be fine. As long as you do what I tell you. And it’s just him. Don’t ask about the mother, because I’m not gonna tell you.”
Shannon stared at the image until Decker put his phone away. She’d gone through every conceivable way out of this. But Decker had left her few options. He’d planned this to a T.
She wondered where Decker would put Rafe. Right next door? Or farther away? The hotel had six floors. Twenty rooms per floor. A hundred and twenty possibilities. Of course, a quick check with the desk clerk would bypass all that. She could subdue Decker, call downstairs, and retrieve the boy.
Decker would’ve used another alias, but surely the clerk remembered a man wearing all black and carrying a sleeping child. Then again, Decker could have changed clothes. And the boy might just look like his son, having fallen asleep in the car.
He repeated, “If you do what I tell you to, he’s going to be just fine.”
Shannon kept her weapon at eye level, looking at Decker down its barrel. “What do you want me to do?”
“Disarm.”
Shannon hesitated. Her mind raced, but her heart grew still. An idea was taking shape. “I know who you are.”
“Good for you. Remove the magazine first. Hand it to me.”
Shannon slowly lowered the Glock. She ejected the magazine and handed it over. “I know how you grew up.”
“Remove the round in the chamber.”
Shannon racked the slide. The bullet jumped out. Decker clutched for it and missed. It bounced on the carpet, nearly rolling under the TV stand, but he got it. When he faced her again, he pulled his knife and jabbed it toward her. “Stop.”
“I didn’t mean to.”
He reached. “Give it to me.”
She passed him the gun, grip first. He dropped it all into the bag behind him, where the driver’s license had come from. Then he used the knife and waved Shannon toward one of the beds. “Sit down.”
She did, on the edge of the bed closest to the door. Decker moved the chair back toward the wall. He set the bag on the seat. Then he moved between the beds. He placed a can of gasoline on the second twin bed. Next, a heavy bag. Shannon could guess what was inside it: bricks or some kind of stones.
She said, “I know what your mother did to make a living.”
Decker spoke through his mask. “Enough with the psychoanalytic bullshit. I’m sure by now you know my background.”
“Yes.”
“People run from shame. They act from past trauma – I know all about it.”
“It still affects you. But you’re not responsible for what happened to your mother.”
Decker reached for her. He was so fast his body made a breeze. He took her by the back of her hair and jerked her head back and pressed the flat of his blade against her cheek. “You don’t know anything about my mother.”
Stupid. He’s still protecting her.
She was trying to buy time but was too nervous, making ham-handed mistakes. She tried, carefully: “What happened – to you – wasn’t your fault.”
“I know that,” he sneered. But he slowly released her and stepped back.
He was breathing harder through the mask.
“Rafe is just a little boy, like you were.”
Decker unzipped the heavy bag and pulled out a paving stone, then another. They made clinking sounds as they touched. He pulled a lighter from his pocket, one with a yellow smiley face. He wiggled it in front of Shannon. “Did you get all excited by this? I was waiting for ‘the Smiley Face’ killer in the news, but it never happened. Disappointing. And ‘the Working Girl Killer’? Presumptuous and sexist. No evidence that it’s a woman, but the press runs with it anyway.”
“You don’t have to do this. And I think part of you doesn’t want to. You want it to be over.”
The killer stiffened. For a moment, she thought he was going to hit her. Or hurt her in some other way. But he stood there at the foot of the bed bearing the stones and the gasoline. Then he set the lighter down in front of the gas can.
He took a breath, the air sucking through his mask, and let it out. “I do want to do this, Shannon. Very much. So. By now you know the drill. Time to choose.”
“You used the Moloch story. He’s your authority figure. I don’t think he’s another personality – he’s an excuse. He’s all the hate and anger you feel. He’s all the men who hurt her.”
“I said to shut up.”
She dropped her voice to almost a whisper. “You’ve set all this up because you want me to stop it.”
Decker’s breathing rate kept increasing. His chest was going in and out, his hands clenching and unclenching. His eyes shined down from his mask as he glared at her. The murder in them grew.
He said, “Shannon, you have to choose. Or I’ll choose for you.”
She’d come here prepared to give herself up for Caldoza’s son. If that was what it took, then that was what had to happen. Maybe it was the resignation that came with knowing your end was inevitable and imminent; she’d grown calm. Maybe it was because her conscience was clear, and she could meet her end with an open heart.
Well – almost clear. There were still a few things. But no one was perfect. No one was pure. And that was okay.
But Decker hadn’t patted her down.
“You can stop it,” she said. “You don’t have to do it.” She slowly moved her hands toward her ankle. One thing Lucinda Rawls had said about the street – always leave yourself an out.
“Choose,” Decker said. His voice seemed to have dropped in pitch again. His eyes were darker than before, like the pupils had enlarged.
Moloch was almost here.
He said, “Fine. My pick. I’m going to place you in the corner, and then I’m going to bash your pretty little head in with these stones.”
Shannon jerked up her pant leg and pulled the second gun she carried in one practiced move. By the time Decker reacted, she was already squeezing the trigger.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 8:51 P.M
The shot got him in the thigh. It was deliberate, to wound him. To hinder his mobility.
Such things were risky. She could have nicked an artery.
But it wasn’t the most pressing concern.
She stood up from the bed and kicked Decker’s knife out of his reach – he’d dropped it in surprise and now had both hands on his leg. No blood showing yet, just a small hole in his black pants. With the same momentum, she kicked him in the groin. He howled and dropped to the ground, one hand now gone to his crotch.
Shannon jammed her backup gun into her waistband. She unscrewed the cap on the gas can and splashed him with it.
Decker screamed. The gasoline stung his eyes, temporarily blinding him. He coughed and gagged. He fell back onto his butt, holding his hand up to ward her off. Shannon doused him again. He would’ve yelled more, but the fumes had stolen his breath. He ripped off his gasoline-soaked mask and whooped for air. Eyes squinted shut, he groped around on the floor, as if looking for something.
Shannon picked up the smiley-face lighter. “Open your eyes.”
Slowly, painfully, Decker looked at her. His eyes were red. He had wavy blond hair, going gray. A neat beard. Like a philosophy teacher, or a shopper at LL Bean.
Shannon thumbed the flint, producing flame. She held the lighter out so he could clearly see it. “Where’s Rafe?”
Decker stared at her, his face flushed, hair matted on one side from the gas. He continued to have trouble breathing. His cheeks puffed in and out as he coughed, struggled for breath. But his eyes blazed with hate.
“Is he here in the hotel?” She moved the flame closer.
Decker nodded.
“On this floor?”
He shook his head, choking on the fumes he’d inhaled.
“Which? Hold up fingers.”
Sitting against the wall in the corner, Decker held up six fingers.
“Sixth floor. Which room?”
He flashed fingers, first one, then two.
“Twelve? He’s in room six-twelve?”
Decker nodded. He hung his head, coughing and gagging.
She needed a key. She could go downstairs to the front desk and explain herself, but by the time she did that, Decker might go after the boy. She didn’t have a way to tie Decker up. She didn’t have a phone. The only thing that mattered to her was getting to Rafe.
“Key,” she said.
Decker pointed to his bag.
The lighter was getting hot. Shannon pulled her Remington Micro again, set the lighter on the table, and hooked the bag with her foot, dragged it over. It had her Glock. Felicia’s wallet. A torn-open package of Unisom, with three tablets punched out.
Unisom was doxylamine succinate. Just three tablets could be enough to hurt a child Rafe’s age. He could be in imminent danger.
The magnetic key card was generic. No room number. If it had come in a paper sleeve, as modern room keys often did, with the number handwritten, Decker had thrown it out. She had a quick look in the trash can beside the desk, but it appeared empty.
The bag also contained several zip ties, the heavy-duty nylon kind. They weren’t double-locking, but singles. Probably from a hardware store. About eighteen inches each. They would have to do. She tossed two of them to Decker. He made hoarse breathing sounds. His eyes looked worse, teary and bright red.
“Put one around your wrist.”
“Fuck you.” His voice was hoarse.
She picked up the lighter again.
Decker sneered at her. “You’re not gonna do it.”
She flicked the flint. “Put one around your wrist, or I’ll light you up.”
It lacked authority. Even if he did as she asked, there was nothing to link the second tie to. The desk was small and cheap. If she had him fasten it to one of the bed feet, he could just lift the bed. Maybe the bathroom. There were likely handles in there, bolted to the wall. To hang towels, get in and out of the tub.
“If you’re lying to me about the room, I’m going to come back here and shoot you again.”
He only stared. He started to say something but coughed again, doubling over.
Someone had to have heard the shot and called the police.
Well, this was a hotel where many people sought to avoid police.
She had to choose. She had to trust – Decker would have to wait. Even if he hobbled away on foot, they’d get him eventually. Rafe was the priority.
And Decker was lying facedown now, almost entirely still. Then he spoke.
“Help me,” he said.
“I am.”
Shannon picked up the bag. She backed toward the door. Decker stayed down, moaning and trying to breathe. She left.
    
THE ELEVATOR WAS TOO RISKY – she could be stuck waiting for the car to climb to her floor, or have to deal with some random hotel guest. The stairwell was at the end of the hallway. She bounded up two steps at a time, her mind mostly empty, only thinking of the room number – 612 – and Rafe, and hoping Decker hadn’t lied. That he hadn’t sent her two floors up when Rafe was in the next room.
But she had seen the fear in Decker – just for a moment, he’d been convinced she was going to burn him.
She reached the sixth floor and banged out into the hallway. “Rafe! Can you hear me?” She followed the room numbers.
612 was in the middle, near the elevators. A risky choice for Decker to put a kid here, with people coming and going. Her heart sank. Maybe it was a bait-and-switch after all. She fumbled in the bag for the key.
“Rafe?”
No sound from the other side of the door.
She tried the key. The lock flashed red. She tried again.
Red.
“Rafe, can you hear me, honey? It’s Shannon. I’m here to bring you back to Daddy…”
She dipped the key card a third time. Red-red-red.
“Dammit!”
A nearby door opened. An older man in a ratty bathrobe stood looking out. “What’s going on?”
“Call 911 right now,” Shannon told him. “I’m a federal agent. Call–”
He closed the door. She heard the draw and click of a deadbolt.
She ignored it. She realized the key card was slick with gasoline and wiped it off on her pants. Softly, unaware she was speaking: “Rafe, I’m coming, buddy. You just hang on.”
He lied to you. This is a trick.
The card was drier. She dipped it again, expecting another red flash anyway. The light turned green. A mechanical whirring meant the lock disengaged. She grabbed the lever and turned and pushed into the room, her heart trilling.
The little boy was in the bed.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 23, 9:02 P.M
“Rafe. Rafe, honey, wake up.”
He was out cold. But he had a pulse and his color was good. He was going to be okay. Shannon sat beside him and picked up the room phone, checked for a dial tone. She dialed 911.
“911 Emergency Response, what’s your name, please?”
She gave her name and badge number and summarized the situation. Police and medical were on their way.
Shannon scooped the boy up. She bounced him a little in her arms, trying to bring him back to consciousness. He stayed asleep. Knocked out from over-the-counter sleep aids. At least he was alive.
She set him back on the bed. She took the Remington Micro from her waistband and reholstered it at her ankle. Her Glock was still in the bag, and she reassembled it, holstered it at her hip, and then picked up Rafe again.
She headed for the door when a shrill noise pierced the silence.
Fire alarm.
Decker.
She hurried out of the room and back down the hallway. Halfway to the stairs, the sprinkler system kicked on. She was instantly soaked. Rafe started to wake up. Guests were emerging from their rooms. One middle-aged man came hopping out on one foot, trying to get his pants back on.
Shannon hit the door to the stairwell and started down. She reached the fifth floor, already panting from the exertion. Rafe was a solid kid, fifty pounds. Heavy. His eyelids fluttered and he moaned. He asked for his mommy.
“I’m going to bring you to Daddy. Right now we’ve got to get out of here.”
The door opened half a flight below, and Shannon stopped. She was in between the fifth and fourth floors. She set Rafe down and put a finger to her lips. She carefully edged to the railing and looked down between the flights of stairs. A man’s hand grasped the railing. He started up.
In a fire, you went downstairs. Not up.
Worried it was Decker, she grabbed Rafe and went up to the next floor.
“I want Mommy.”
Rafe’s voice wasn’t their only giveaway – she was breathing hard, and her feet were scuffing the concrete steps. Decker surely heard them. He was grunting, coughing in the distance.
She grabbed the door and swung it open and set Rafe down on the carpeted fifth-floor hallway. She grabbed his tiny hand. “We have to run.”
The boy didn’t budge. He was still in the grip of the sedatives. She picked him back up and legged it down the hallway. The sprinklers rained down. More people were leaving their rooms, holding coats or bags over their heads as they fled for the stairs. The hotel had two wings, with the elevators in the middle. Shannon stopped there, put Rafe against the wall beside her, and looked around the corner, back the way she’d come.
Someone came running through the mist. She tensed, her finger close to the trigger, but she waited until the figure took better shape. Another fleeing guest. He didn’t even see her, just ran past with a coat held above his head.
The guest ran to the stairwell door at the other end of the hallway. He yanked it open and barged in. But no one came out.
She noticed the floor getting warm beneath her feet. She needed to get Rafe out of here – the place was burning. She picked him up again, determined to carry him to the opposite stairwell and down. The alarm kept blaring. The water kept falling. When she got there, she stopped and listened. Footfalls descended from an upper floor. She stepped to the side of the door and put Rafe behind her.
The door opened. A man stepped out, and Shannon aimed her pistol.
The NYPD cop looked around at her, saw her gun on him, and put his hand up. He holstered his own weapon. “There you are,” he said.
Shannon hesitated, momentarily stunned. The cop had Decker’s bag, which she’d left in room 612.
He seemed to sense her confusion and shouted above the howling alarm, “I checked the sixth floor, and you were already gone.”
“Has anyone gone to 406?”
The cop shook his head. “We think he started a fire in the room. We’re checking every floor.”
Another guest came running up – she looked like a street worker with the heavy makeup and fishnet stockings. The hooker made a worried face when she saw the situation. Shannon waved her through. “It’s okay. Go. Go.”
By now most of the guests had evacuated or were in the process.
The cop said, “Go ahead and take the kid and get out. I’ll cover you.”
She picked up the still-drowsy child and started down the stairs.
    
NO SPRINKLERS IN THE STAIRWELL, but her clothes were soaked, her hair dripping. At the fourth floor, the cop felt the door. “Getting hotter,” he said.
The radio on the cop’s belt was full of chatter. More NYPD was arriving, surrounding the hotel. Any officers inside were told to now evacuate. The fire department had arrived and was coming in.
The cop grabbed the radio. “This is Officer Sever. I’ve got Shannon Ames and the kid, and we’re coming down.”
A burst of static. “You need to get out of there. Where are you?”
“Just passed the fourth floor.”
“Is the boy okay?”
“He’s gonna be fine.”
Shannon heard someone a flight below. More coughing.
She asked Sever, “Is everyone out?”
He pressed the transmit button on the radio. “We got a head count, Sarge?”
The sergeant came back: “We got some guys in there still. And Sever – Decker hasn’t come out. At least, we haven’t seen him.”
“Copy that.” Sever clipped the radio to his belt. He gripped his gun with both hands and kept it aimed down the stairs.
The person below coughed again.
Mostly out of nerves, Shannon called out, “William?”
The coughing worsened. She noticed the smoke in the air and the dry, burnt taste forming at the back of her mouth. If they stayed here much longer, they’d be inhaling more noxious fumes.
A fresh noise from below sounded like a package tumbling down stairs, hitting the ground with a thump.
Sever gave her a worried look. “Stay here.” The cop descended the stairs with his back sliding along the wall, giving himself the widest angle on the space below as he went.
He disappeared halfway between the fourth and third floors. She waited. Rafe weighed a thousand pounds. He was starting to come around, though, writhing in her grip like he was having a bad dream. Soon, he’d be coughing. Smoke continued to fill the stairwell.
“Officer Sever?”
“Yeah! It’s okay. Come on.”
She resumed descending. As she rounded the landing, she got the picture: another NYPD cop was on his back, his face bloody. He struggled for air. Sever was helping him to sit up.
The cop seemed okay except for the cut on his head. And his missing sidearm.
Shit.
He coughed again and seemed to clear his airway. “Ran into Decker.”
Sever asked, “Where did he go?”
“I don’t know where he went.”
Sever got him to his feet. The group of them continued the rest of the way to the ground floor. Shannon tested the door – not hot. But the smoke and water formed a thick fog. She had to feel her way through the lobby and out the front doors, with Sever and the other cop limping along somewhere beside her.
The injured cop was taken by paramedics. He’d encountered Decker on the fourth floor, he’d said, just before the fire started to spread. “I grabbed him, but he slipped out of it. Hit me on the head.”
“You’re going to be all right,” Sever said. They’d made it to the waiting ambulances – two of them, with more on the way. Guests sat around covered in shining heat blankets, breathing into oxygen masks. When a paramedic tried to take hold of Rafe, he clung to her. “Shhh,” she said. “You’re going to be okay.”
He was awake now, his big eyes staring at her. She ran her hand through his hair. “You’re going to be okay now. Your daddy is coming.”
Rafe reached for her anyway. And she took him in her arms and gave him one more hug. “Let the doctors take care of you,” she whispered. Gradually, he let go.
Another paramedic asked Shannon to sit down, to have a look at her.
“That’s okay. I’m all right.”
She moved through the crowd of guests, spectators, and cops until she found a familiar face. Gorgas looked like he’d just arrived and was trying to get a handle on the scene. He saw her and asked her if she was okay. “Anyone else here?”
“Bufort just went around back. Bunch of cops headed over there…”
Shannon started jogging that way, Gorgas calling after her.
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Shannon circled the building. Smoke poured from fourth-floor windows. More fires grew on the main floor. The fire department started to hit it with water. They concentrated on the center.
Where would Decker go? If he’d started fires, he wouldn’t go back up again. He had to come out. Unless he was injured, perhaps already dead.
Gunfire reverberated off the surrounding buildings, making it hard to pinpoint. The sirens and engines and rushing water overwhelmed the voices on the radio – she put it to her ear and made out some of what was being said: shots fired in the underground parking garage.
She rounded the hotel and eased her way along until she came to a concrete berm. A road ramp angled down into the parking area. Two cops went running past, disappearing into the mouth of the garage.
She jumped down from the berm and followed.
The garage was dark. The fire must have killed the power. She ran through the opening, past the empty booth and toll arm. Emergency lights illuminated some areas and created deep pools of shadows.
Several NYPD cops were mostly hunkered down behind a parked car and a wide pillar. Bufort was with them. Shannon joined him as more shots rang out. Flashes in the dark emanated from about fifty yards away.
“He’s between the exit and that row of cars right there,” Bufort said. He pointed. “See?”
She might’ve spotted the vague shape of a man, and then it slipped out of sight.
“What are the other exits?”
“North side,” an NYPD cop said. “But that’s where everybody is. Us, the fire department – comes right out onto the street.”
Another cop yelled into the darkness, “Hey, Decker! You got nowhere to go, buddy. Let’s talk, all right? Just slide your weapon out on the pavement and let us see your hands.”
More cops came running in from outside. Shannon glanced back at the square of daylight there. A second later, something slammed into a car, shattered glass, and tripped an alarm. Before anyone could react, another object came whistling out of the dark and hit one of the officers. The object bounced away and came to rest.
NYPD surrounded the injured cop and picked him up and hauled him out. More heavy objects crashed into cars and landed and skidded along the asphalt.
Paving stones.
Shannon thought Decker was getting them from his car. He was close to where it was parked. Maybe he’d run out of ammo and had resorted to the bricks. Now he’d try to escape.
She’d barely had the thought when headlights flashed and an engine revved. A white Chevy Lumina came screeching around a support beam and headed right for the main group of cops, and Shannon. The cops opened fire. Rounds punctured glass and metal.
The Lumina swerved and collided with several parked cars but didn’t lose momentum. It blasted toward them, everyone shooting, including Shannon, and then tried to make the turn for the exit. One shot hit the glass, and the Lumina veered widely. It bore down on Shannon. Someone grabbed her and flung her to the side. Metal impacted bone and a man cried out.
Shannon hit the ground, Bufort on top of her – he’d just knocked her out of the vehicle’s path and gotten injured in the process. The Lumina shrieked across the garage and slammed up against more parked cars, then came to rest.
For a moment, nothing happened. The vehicle was still, smoke hissing from the hood. The multiple car alarms made it impossible to hear anything. The air stank of burned rubber and melting brakes. Shannon’s ears rang from all the noise. She slowly got to her feet. When she glanced at Bufort, he struggled to get up.
He grimaced when she pulled on him.
“Don’t move,” she said. “Stay down.”
The cops around her were in disarray. Multiple officers had been injured by Decker’s reckless driving. Some were getting to safety. When Shannon started moving on the Lumina, two cops backed her up.
She stayed low, reducing her center of mass. Looking down the Glock’s polycarbonate barrel. “Decker!”
Her voice barely rose above the bedlam of multiple car alarms. As she advanced on the vehicle, she noted the plate, starting with BC. Bronx County. The white car that had been following her one night. They’d had him. They’d had him and let him go.
“Decker!”
She and the two cops circled the vehicle. It was soon clear there was no one behind the wheel. Shannon made it around to the passenger side and found the door ajar.
“He’s loose!”
They checked the vehicle anyway. No one in it. Decker had gotten away on foot.
The cops looked to her for direction. “Spread out,” Shannon said. They searched the garage, checking beneath vehicles, in between, all around. Either he was in there, or he’d gotten out. There were three ways. Back inside, or from the way she’d come in, or the smaller north side exit ramp to the busy street.
The way she’d come was flooded with cops, and going inside seemed too risky. Shannon grabbed three of the cops and asked them to back her up at the north exit. The rest of the cops stayed searching the garage as she took the ramp up into daylight.
They emerged on the street where the ambulances and fire department were parked. More cops were running over.
No one had seen Decker come out this way. He wasn’t in the street.
She waited for a few seconds. So was he still in the garage? He could have found a car unlocked and hidden inside. Unlikely in New York City, but still possible. She listened as the NYPD out here talked to the officers in the garage. Still nothing.
Shannon looked at the guests who’d escaped the building, breathing the oxygen and getting their wind back. She moved that way and walked among them. Decker could be pretending he was an injured hotel guest and come out with his face covered in soot, head hanging, try to escape via ambulance. But she didn’t see him.
Instead, she took one of the oxygen masks on offer and inhaled several times, getting a good few lungfuls. Her gaze fell on the large marquee hanging above the entrance. The dull sheen of the word HOTEL in large silver letters. The police had cordoned off the area with metal fences.
Shannon headed there, picking her way around emergency vehicles and pushing through the thickening throng of people. With the firefighters concentrating their efforts farther down toward the building center, the entrance was neglected. No one saw her as she ran inside.
What are you doing?
Two words she couldn’t shake – help me. An idea she couldn’t ignore – Decker had caused this because he wanted to be stopped. Maybe there was a chance he could even be redeemed. If so, she had to risk it. If he showed up again in front of NYPD, they’d tear him to pieces.
“William!”
She came to a stop in the center of the hotel lobby. The haze was thick. She stayed there, debating whether to venture farther. She decided against it. If he was coming out, this was the only way. She waited until a figure emerged.
“Stop right there.” Shannon planted her feet and aimed.
Decker was still soaked in gasoline, his wet black shirt clinging to his muscular frame. He had the gun on her.
“I’m not William.”
“Put it down,” she said.
He kept the gun pointed at her. He came closer.
“I said stop. Put it down, now. Let’s talk. Let’s talk like we have been.”
“The talking cure,” he said. But he stopped walking. After a moment, he lowered his gun.
“Good,” she said.
They were just a couple of yards apart.
“Set the gun down. Things are gonna be okay, all right? We’re gonna get you help.”
He dropped the weapon onto the floor with a thud and stared at her impassively. Gradually, cautiously, she moved a little closer.
“Get down on your knees, Decker.”
He made no response.
“Come on, William.”
She almost had him. But then he sank back into the haze.
“William!”
She jabbed the gun at empty space. She caught a flash of movement. Then a flicker of flame.
Decker’s voice: “You wouldn’t choose. So I chose for you.”
When she saw him again, Decker was holding a piece of burning debris. He held it out for her to see. He had those dark eyes – the eyes of the painting. And then he touched the flame to his gas-soaked clothes.
“No!”
The flames spread quickly. Decker’s expression was a grim mask of determination. But as the fire climbed toward his face, his mouth opened and he screamed.
Then he ran at her.
Shannon steadied. She took aim and fired four times in rapid succession.
The rounds stopped him. Decker dropped to his knees. He fell forward.
Behind her, the doors burst open as police poured in.
Decker’s body was unmoving as the flames consumed him.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, 10:12 A.M
The nightmare woke her up. Everything on fire. Children screaming.
The cries echoed in her mind as they faded with the dream.
Shannon opened her eyes, rubbed her face, and sat up. The hospital had given her a mild sedative, and she’d passed out. For quite a while, too. Getting caught up on sleep had been a long time coming. She felt guilty for the sleep, guiltier still for having a whole room to herself, but it was nice for a moment. Quiet. She lay back down.
He was there.
Whether she closed her eyes or kept them open, Moloch was there.
William Decker.
William Decker. Just a man.
Flesh and blood. Trauma and shame.
The case had been a mess. Decker had been one step ahead the entire time. He’d needed help. He’d even asked for it. And now he was gone. As were his many victims.
Years ago, she’d entered the mental health field. Perhaps there had been some personal reasons – teasing out the root causes of issues in her own life. But she’d wanted to help people. After a couple of years of evaluating violent offenders, learning the hurt they’d caused, her desire to protect people had compelled her to seek law enforcement.
A little over a month ago, she was a rare thing – a rookie agent still in her probationary period given lots of authority and leeway. And pulling it off. Successfully closing two big cases.
Had it gone to her head? Had she taken on this investigation, accepting the undercover role, out of a sense of duty? Or was there hubris at work?
She was still pondering it when someone knocked on the door.
“Come in.”
“Just me.” Caldoza looked good in his suit and tie. Probably he was in the midst of morning debriefings. She would be answering her own questions soon.
Rafe and Felicia were the first things on her mind.
“They’re both all right,” Caldoza said, sitting down beside Shannon. “They’re together. Rafe doesn’t remember much.”
Caldoza explained that, from what they could reconstruct, Decker had used a combination of public records and social media to learn Caldoza’s former and current residences. Felicia still lived in the apartment they’d shared when they’d been married. Decker had waited until they left to go to the park. After she’d put Rafe in his car seat and gotten behind the wheel, Decker had slipped in to the back seat and forced Felicia to drive. She was a cop’s ex-wife and tried to think her way out of it, but with a knife to your baby’s throat, you do what you’re told. Decker had left his own car in a retail store parking lot a quarter mile away. He’d taped her mouth and tied her to the steering wheel and left her there. Then he’d put Rafe in his car and headed for the hotel.
Shannon saw Caldoza’s jaw clenching as he spoke. The vein in his temple. It was difficult for him to talk about. She imagined someone taking her own child.
Caldoza said, “I guess Decker had crushed up the pills. Put them in a water bottle with some juice in it. Rafe’s five, you know? He drank the juice.”
“I’m just so sorry this happened,” Shannon said.
“Lot of casualties with this guy. Lots of dead men, injured cops. It’s a miracle he didn’t kill Felicia. Maybe he just didn’t have the time with his fucked-up pick-and-choose thing. I hope he died a miserable death. I hope he suffered.”
Shannon was quiet a moment, remembering the look Decker had given her before he died. The vacuity in his eyes. As if he’d truly disassociated. As if Decker had become little more than a hostage himself. Impotent, along for the ride.
But there was nothing solid that said Decker was definitively DID. Not in his medical history. Maybe Moloch was just a fantasy. A way to distance himself.
Maybe he was nothing more than a name to go with the mask. She might never know the truth.
Caldoza was looking at her. “These guys… I don’t know how you do it.”
“Do what?”
“This guy was an evil son of a bitch. Sorry, but that’s how I feel. I know you have an educational background with this stuff. But this guy deserved to die. It had to end.”
“I agree with you. It had to end.”
She could see it wasn’t enough for Caldoza. He wanted more from her. She wasn’t sure what, exactly. Maybe to dance on Decker’s grave a little. Show a little more anger. Perhaps she should’ve been angrier. But the way she saw it, William Decker – Moloch – was like a storm. You protected yourself, you defended. You might even try to take measures to limit future storms. But did you hold judgment?
Or was that for someone – or something – else?
For Caldoza, it was his family that had been attacked. Cops he worked with every day. She held deep compassion for that. It was personal for him, but she couldn’t make herself grieve more than she already was, or in a way he wanted her to.
Why hadn’t Decker killed Felicia? Shannon could only speculate, but it might’ve been the bond he’d seen between mother and son. Maybe it was the love for his own mother – twisted and abusive as that relationship had been. At least there would be that.
“Listen,” Caldoza said, “I gotta get going. I just wanted to tell you that they’re okay. All right?”
She reached out for him. “Thank you.”
He took her hand. He brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “I’ve got some other hospital visits to make. I got my own open cases, and I’m way behind, and I’m never letting my son out of my sight again.”
“I understand.”
“I’m glad you’re okay.” Caldoza leaned down and planted a dry kiss on her forehead.
“I’m glad you are, too,” she said.
He smiled a little, then withdrew his hand, and left.
    
A HALF HOUR LATER, she was watching the door, hoping a nurse would come through with news that she was good to go. She felt fine. A little tired, a little banged up, but otherwise okay. Ready to leave.
No one came.
Until an hour later when Bufort showed up. With ice cream.
“Where did you get that?” she asked.
“I know people.” He gave her a chocolate scoop that was already a bit melty in the pastel green bowl. Then he limped over to the TV in the corner.
“How are you?” Shannon asked.
“No problem. Just grazed me with the car.” He turned up the volume. The news was on, showing the burning Jet Set hotel. They watched for a minute, listening as the reporter and anchor relayed what and when. They had their “who” and showed a picture of William Decker. An employee photo, from the look, with Decker smiling brightly, his eyes human beneath the heavy fall of his wavy hair.
“Why he did it,” the anchor said, “remains unclear.”
A virus, Shannon thought. Society had a virus, and the police showed up as the immune system.
But there had been too many mistakes.
Bufort glanced over, saw that she wasn’t eating, then got up and changed the channel. He found a baking show and left it there. He walked over and picked up the bowl of ice cream she’d set on the food tray beside her. “Come on. It’s melting.”
“It’s okay. I’m not really hungry.”
“It’s good melty, though. You can still have it melty. Lots of people do.”
“I’m all right.”
He sat down again and watched the show and finished his ice cream. Shannon found herself gazing at his blond head. “Charlie?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
He kept his eyes on the TV. He knew what she meant – he’d grabbed her at the last minute, moved her out of the way of Decker’s car. Maybe there were mistakes, but there were also acts of heroism. Of kindness. Maybe that, too, was the immune system at work.
Bufort said, “Yeah. No big deal.”
He stayed watching TV. After a moment, she picked up her ice cream and resumed eating. It was mostly melted. Practically sugar soup. But she finished it anyway.





EPILOGUE
Christmas music had already been playing for a month in department stores like this one. Shannon didn’t mind it. She paid for the items she’d come for and left, feeling good. She drove through Queens in the Impala, heat blasting. The cold had fully arrived.
In Flushing, she maneuvered to the street with the redbrick row houses. She left the car idling and sat there a minute. Then she killed the ignition, grabbed her purchases, and walked up to the small house with the white peaked roof.
Victoria answered the door a few seconds after Shannon knocked.
She gave Shannon a huge smile. She seemed different. Younger, even. “Come on in. So nice to see you again.”
“Thank you.”
The place looked like it had before, with a few changes. For one thing, more pictures of Greaney were hung on the walls. New ones. Pictures with Greaney leaning in behind her daughter Kimmy, arms wrapped around the girl.
“Can I get your coat?”
“Sure.” Shannon handed it over. Snow dusted the shoulders. Victoria brushed it off and pointed to the kitchen and said, “Go right ahead.”
The two of them were in there, making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.
“Hi,” Shannon said.
The Deborah Greaney who looked back at her was transformed. She’d put on weight. Her cheeks had color. Even her hair had added volume. “Hi,” she said.
“Sorry to interrupt your lunchtime.”
Victoria came in behind her, overhearing. “Oh, please. It’s two in the afternoon.” There was a note of disapproval in her voice – as if lunch was strictly for noon. Greaney and Kimmy traded looks, each showing a little grin. Then Greaney’s eyes came back to Shannon. At first she’d seemed a trifle nervous, perhaps uncomfortable, but it had passed.
Greaney took two plated sandwiches to the table in the corner. She set them down and wiped her hands on a cloth napkin and glanced at Shannon, as if unsure whether she should sit down. Her gaze fell to the bag Shannon was carrying.
Shannon said, “Well, I just wanted to stop in and say hi. And merry Christmas in advance.”
“Merry Christmas,” Kimmy said.
“I got the two of you something. I hope that’s okay.” Shannon passed out the gifts. Nothing major, just a teddy bear with a Santa hat for Kimmy and a winter scarf for Greaney. “I really liked it,” Shannon said about the scarf. “I thought it would look good on you. Complement your eyes.”
Greaney seemed genuinely pleased and wrapped it around. “I love it.”
“Thank you,” Kimmy said, squeezing the teddy bear. She set it aside and started on her sandwich. She ate with such gusto she knocked the bear onto the floor. “Whoops.”
Greaney seemed to have trouble with eye contact again. But then she met Shannon’s gaze and held it. Shannon saw strength there, and determination. And gratitude.
Tears pricked the backs of Shannon’s eyes.
Greaney said, “So what are you, um, working on now?”
“At the moment, not much.” She omitted that it felt nice for things to be a bit quiet. She’d had three big cases back-to-back. Working for the FBI in the country’s largest city had given her a couple of bruises, and she’d been taking a bit of time off. Well, Tyler had benched her, basically.
Of course, Deborah Greaney didn’t get any such time off – she had to face her addiction, work her recovery. She still had hearings and court dates on her involvement with the murders. And she had to learn how to be a mother, to get a life together. But Shannon remembered Lucinda Rawls. If Rawls could do it, maybe so could Greaney.
“I’m sure something will pop up for you,” Greaney said about Shannon’s work. “Some new big case or something.”
“I’m sure it will,” Shannon said.
They talked for another few minutes, and then Shannon edged toward the door. It was unusual for an agent to visit someone who’d been involved in a case like this, especially someone who was still being prosecuted for her role in the crimes. So she needed to scoot. But wow, it was good to see this young woman looking healthy and happy with her mother and little girl at her side. And Victoria, now joyous to have her granddaughter and her daughter under one roof.
It made Shannon feel, a little bit, like she might actually be making a small difference in the world.
She stepped outside and drew her coat up around her neck. As she walked to the Impala, the light snow thickened and fell harder. The flakes melted on her hands and face. She got in and turned on the heat, rubbing her hands together. And then she drove away from the Greaney home and made a turn, and then another, and joined up with the Queens traffic, and was gone.
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ROUGH COUNTRY



A young girl murdered. A town with a dark secret.
A young girl, Kasey, is murdered in the woods of northern New York, a strange symbol carved into her stomach.
Investigator Reed Raleigh, Major Crimes, is tasked with finding the killer.
Reed has his own troubles. He’s in therapy, divorced, estranged from his son. But he desperately needs to solve this case - his own stepdaughter vanished when she was a teenager and Reed knows all about the agony of having no closure. No way is he letting Kasey’s mother go through that.
But as Reed begins to dig, the case grows ever more complex. Why is Kasey’s boyfriend acting so strangely? And why is her mother lying to the police?
As evidence of Kasey’s bizarre secret life starts to emerge, Reed realises this case isn’t just about a dead girl. There’s something much bigger at play in this small rural town, a decades old secret that needs to be protected. At any cost.  
GET IT HERE
While you’re waiting for the next Shannon Ames, why not give Rough Country a try?
CHAPTER 1
Damage Control
“How would you have done things differently?”
No answer.
“Reed? You just said you would have done things differently.”
“I did?”
“Just a minute ago. You said if you could do it over again… What did you mean? Did you mean your whole life? Or just those couple of years during your deployment?”
Reed came out of the darkness and chaos of the past. First, he focused on the therapist. Really tried to see him. Then he looked at the office: the bookshelves with the self-help bestsellers, the three succulent plants lined up on the windowsill overlooking the big field beyond the barracks, the Chinese calendar on the wall – the kind you got for free with takeout.
He said, “I read a Stephen King book when I was over there.”
The therapist drew a breath through his nose, as if marshalling patience. “Which book?”
“It was, ah, Dreamcatcher.”
“What did you think?”
“Yeah, I enjoyed it. But I’d be reading and my phone would keep ringing.”
When he didn’t elaborate, the therapist prompted him. “Why was your phone ringing? For your job, you mean? You were a kind of troubleshooter in the Navy, is that right?”
Reed studied a fingernail chewed to the nub. “It was like a constant state of damage control.”
“That’s a tense situation.”
The therapist was named Crane. Like the TV sitcom guy from the ’90s. Didn’t look like the guy, though. His face was rounder, his hair grayer. He said, “So – can you talk a little bit about what you would have done differently? If you could go back, what would you change?”
Reed felt the familiar contraction. It happened in his gut – but kind of everywhere, too. A tightening of the whole body.
Probably adrenaline. Because it angered him to talk about it.
Why?
Because if he talked about it, he might get emotional. It might hurt.
Anger was a defense mechanism.
See? Maybe therapy was working after all.
Crane said, “When you’re talking about doing it over again, you’re thinking about your family. Is that a fair guess? You’re thinking about your daughter. About what happened around the time of your deployment. Would I be right about that?”
Steady… Reed thought. Hold steady…
“What’s the insertion point?” he asked.
“Sorry?”
“What point am I starting over from? You said go back, start over. From what point? When I first met with a recruiter? Or before that? When?”
It helps to be literal. The more literal, the better. Relentlessly logical.
“Before that. Let’s say you find yourself back there, before the recruiter,” Crane said.
“Okay. So right after 9/11.”
Crane glanced at the clipboard balanced on his knee. “Right… You enlisted in 2002.”
“You’re asking if I would enlist again? Knowing what would happen?”
“You said you’d do things differently. I’m trying to understand what you mean.” Crane looked like he might be getting worried that he was pushing too hard. “Listen, let’s just look back from here. Okay? Forget actually going back. Forget the insertion point. Just look back at your former self and think about what you would do differently. And forget whether or not you’d enlist. Ask yourself instead if you would still marry Jessica. If you still would have taken that on.”
“All right,” Reed said after a moment.
Crane’s eyebrows went up when Reed fell silent. “But I really think you should answer. Would you trade away those years you had? So you wouldn’t have to feel the pain you’re feeling now?”
Can you answer? Huh? Come on – man up.
His chest hardened and his eyes began to sting. He didn’t know where to rest his gaze and looked at the floor, then out the window, that he might not see her little face.
Baby girl.
But was it her face anymore? Really? Or just the idea of her face? Her pretty, six-year-old face?
“Take it slower,” Crane repeated, nodding with encouragement.
Take it slower… Why don’t you prescribe me something? Make it go away.
But Crane wasn’t a shrink; he was a psychologist. A treater of damaged veterans. Drug-free.
Reed took a shuddering breath and hastily wiped his eyes. “You know… Do we have to do this?”
Resist. Don’t go into it.
“I mean because I… just because I say something like ‘I would do it differently’ – why do we have to get in there with a pickaxe and a shovel? People just say things like that. You know? It doesn’t mean anything. People just say they would do things differently. It’s an expression. Right? Aren’t there things you would do differently?”
“Certainly.”
“Certainly,” Reed repeated. He was tense, and getting tenser, and feeling bad about it. Compound guilt, gotta love it. He glanced at his watch. Still ten minutes left. Maybe he was just prolonging things by being here. Running on some false expectation that one of these therapists with their sympathetic eyes was going to cure him.
There was no cure for this. He knew it; everybody knew it. Expectations were just resentments waiting to happen.
“I’ve gotta get going,” he said, standing up. “I gotta get ahead of some work today.”
There was no work to get ahead of.
“I understand,” Crane said, understanding exactly.
Reed looked around, forgetting what he’d come in with. His gun was in the car. Badge was in his wallet, wallet was in his back pocket, phone was in the case clipped to his belt. He smoothed out his pants and then started for the door.
“Reed?”
Hand on the knob, he turned. “Hmm?”
The therapist smiled softly. “You’re making progress.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“Listen. All right? You’re a forty-five-year-old veteran of war. You’re a death investigator for the New York State Police. And you’re a survivor of your own child. That’s a lot all by itself. The fact that you’re standing there, that you’re coming here, going through these steps – that’s what makes you a hero. Every day.”
Reed said, “All right.”
And then he left.
CHAPTER 2
Day One - The Body
“Raleigh?”
A man’s voice.
Reed Raleigh glanced at the bedside clock. Six thirty a.m. He wiped his mouth, licked his lips. “Yeah?”
“You get a haircut yet?”
“No.”
“Shave the beard?”
“It’s where I store extra food.”
The caller was J. T. Overman, longtime investigator riding his last year to retirement as a supervisor. “Listen, I got a thing.”
Reed sat up, swung his legs out of the bed. “Okay…”
“Teenaged girl. Found in the woods just up from Elliston. You know it?”
“Ah. Maybe. That’s Stock County? Way up there?”
“The HQ in Ray Brook is down a guy. They called me, asked if I could spare anyone from Major Crimes. You’re it.”
Reed stretched and let out an inadvertent groan.
Overman said, “Body was found by a woman out walking her dog. She dialed 911, a trooper stopped, took a look, called the back room.”
“And?”
“They said there’s some display on the body. Cuts on the stomach, maybe made with a razor blade. There’s a lot of blood, so it’s hard to tell what it is. And could be postmortem, or might’ve been done while she was alive. Death looks like manual strangulation.”
Overman seemed to be waiting for Reed to answer.
Reed put the phone on speaker and dropped it on the bed. As he spoke, he found his pants and pulled them on. “Okay. Tell ’em it’ll take me about an hour and a half to get there.”
“Take the van.”
Another grunt as he pulled on his socks. “That thing?”
“You don’t want to put the miles on your Mustang. Probably be a lot of ground to cover.”
The van. Cripes.
“I’m on my way,” Reed said.
    
Seventy-four minutes later, he was pulling off the road near signs for Mandalay Park in the tiny hamlet of Carmen, New York. State and county police vehicles choked the road’s narrow shoulder. A fire policeman guarded the orange cones in the road, placed there for traffic. Out here, though, there wasn’t much of that.
Another cop, in plainclothes, was talking to the TV people a little further down. Good. Reed avoided reporters unless there was a strategic interest in getting out information.
What would you have done differently?
Yesterday’s therapy session was stuck in his head like a skipping record. He managed to push it aside as he closed the van door – a conversion van, Ford Transit; a tall, white, space-age thing they had the Major Crimes guys use because you could stick a small lab inside – and he walked down into the forested area.
The “forested area” was technically a park, but the kind that consisted of a few tall pines and a couple of mossy picnic tables. A walking trail fed into the woods beyond.
The plainclothes guy was probably Bureau of Criminal Investigation. He saw Reed, but remained with the reporters. Good again. It was always better to see things for yourself first before you got someone else’s version.
This was three years’ experience talking, anyway. Not much, but something. And he had Overman sharing all the pearls of wisdom, too – you had to count that.
The first cop Reed ended up encountering was a trooper who came down out of the deeper woods on the other side of a babbling brook. She crossed a small log bridge, caught her breath and asked, “You Raleigh?”
She pronounced it, as many people did, Raw-lay.
“Yes ma’am, Reed Raleigh,” he said, emphasizing the Rally. Not that it mattered. Just habit.
The trooper extended her hand. “Louise MacKinnon.”
“Pleasure.”
After the handshake, MacKinnon checked out the BCI guy over on the road and asked Reed, “You want to wait for Pyle?”
“I’ll go back in with you if it’s all right. Have a look.”
“Okay. It’s this way.”
They crossed back over the bridge and he followed her up the path. Threaded with tree roots, but well worn. Wild ferns were an almost iridescent green; spring had exploded in the North Country over the past week. Gradually, then suddenly – that’s what people said about spring in the Adirondack Mountains. And the morning was cold enough that Reed could see his breath as he spoke.
“The woman who found the body?”
“We got her statement, of course.” MacKinnon was a on the heavy side and breathed hard as she walked. Probably she’d been going back and forth from the crime scene to the road for a couple of hours now. “Said she didn’t touch anything, didn’t move anything, saw no one else. Saw no one on the way in or on the way out, and there were no vehicles parked on the road shoulder but hers. We would have kept her here for you, but she’s a teacher over at the school. She had to go to work, and we had her statement, knew where to find her, so…” MacKinnon seemed to wait for his approval.
“Ah, that’s… what’s the school called?”
“Eastern Adirondack. They call it EAC.”
Trooper MacKinnon kept her back to him as she followed a curve in the trail. They were now running parallel to the road, only you couldn’t see it, not really. Just a glimpse here and there of the vehicles in the distance, the flashing lights.
Reed asked MacKinnon if she knew the area well.
“A little bit. I’m originally from Plattsburgh. I’m Troop C, but this is my first time hoofing it back in these woods. You’re out of Latham?”
“Yeah, I guess you guys lost someone?”
“Jarecki. He just retired. And Pendleton is out west somewhere with his father who’s sick. Like, end-of-life sick.”
“Sorry to hear that.” Reed continued scanning the forest – sparse trees, good visibility. Nice, woody smells: pine and fresh air. “Kids come back here, ever? Mess around?”
“Ah, not much, I don’t think.”
He looked down at the path, still showing dirt, but compact, nothing loose. Footprints would maybe show, but barely, just partial.
“Back in the day,” MacKinnon said, thinking aloud, “maybe you’d have kids coming out into woods like this, but not today. They don’t smoke cigarettes – they vape. They’re in the house on their phones and tablets.” She shrugged. “But you see beer cans in the park from time to time, things like that. Older kids, though, I think. Or even adults.”
He spotted a crime scene person walking through the forest, about ten yards off the path, in the tangle of trees and shrubs. MacKinnon called over, “How’s it going?”
The crime scene tech looked up, saw them and focused on Reed, taking a second to maybe think about who he was. The hair and beard did tend to throw people a little. “All good here,” said the tech.
MacKinnon: “See anything? Got any beer cans or butts or anything like that?”
The tech was carrying evidence bags and held them up, empty. “Nothing yet.”
MacKinnon nodded and walked on, Reed following, as a couple more crime scene people in white Tyvek suits moved like ghosts through the thin trees. Then MacKinnon slowed, and Reed came abreast of her, looking down the path, where he saw the feet sticking out.
You got used to seeing dead bodies. In the sense that it unnerved you, you got mainly used to it.
But what didn’t change was how much the adrenaline started going. Because you saw that victim and you knew, this was it. You were locked in now. And nothing would stop until both your souls could rest.
    
The woman squatting beside the body stood up as Reed drew closer. She wore jeans and a sweatshirt that said SUNY on it. Reed knew it meant State University of New York. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. The little bit of darkness under her eyes said she’d been woken up for this, too.
She wore plastic gloves and, instead of offering her hand, nodded at him. “Terri Shepard. Stock County medical examiner.”
Reed greeted her and introduced himself. Then he crouched down for a closer look at the body, and Shepard did the same.
The victim was on her back. A third of her body was on the hiking trail – feet and lower legs. More bright green ferns cradled her upper two-thirds. Open eyes, parted lips. She stared up at the sky as if something had startled her so badly she’d just dropped dead.
Reed snapped on the gloves he carried in his back pocket. After gently pushing aside some vegetation, he leaned closer. But she hadn’t just dropped dead. The bruising around her neck suggested manual strangulation. It was light enough to perhaps indicate death had been quick, but that was a determination for the medical examiner to make.
Meantime: the victim wore a corduroy skirt and a black, long-sleeve shirt that was pushed up at the waist, showing the bloody, cut stomach.
He stared at the shape on the stomach, trying to make sense of it.
Everything was quiet, just a low rumble of engines out by the road, the chirping of birds in the trees, the sound of breathing.
Shepard asked, “You see the runlets of blood there?”
He did. Some of the dried blood looked like it had run off the sides of her abdomen, as if drawn to the ground. The rest had pooled.
The shapes beneath the dried pool of blood were visible as a darker red, almost black, suggesting their form. Something geometric, like a hexagon, and then some crisscrossing lines. Hard to be sure.
“So this happened after she was down,” he said.
“Yes. The marks are clean, so she was either unconscious or deceased by this point. She wasn’t struggling or thrashing.”
“Any signs that there were multiple people? Someone to help hold her down? Bruises along those lines?”
“No.” Shepard pulled in a quick breath. “That’s part of why I’ve formed this early opinion.”
Reed nodded and tipped the victim’s chin back to get a clearer look at the bruises – faintly purplish impressions from fingers and thumbs.
He flashed on a memory: barely a teenager himself, at a party with a bunch of kids, playing a knockout game; a guy came up to you and squeezed your carotid until you passed out. The one time Reed had been foolish enough to play, he’d had a long dream after being squeezed unconscious. When he’d come to, his buddies said he’d only been out for a second. They were grinning about it and marveling like it was the world’s best free drug. Kill a few million brain cells; have a good time. Life before the internet.
“No phone with her,” Reed asked, looking from Shepard to MacKinnon. “Right?”
MacKinnon answered, “No phone, no personal effects, no ID. Nothing. She’s not even wearing jewelry.”
“Or makeup,” Reed noted. He looked the victim over some more. Aged fifteen, maybe sixteen. Fifteen was Mike’s age. His son.
When the parents find out, Reed thought, oh boy…
He looked around at the two women again. “No one’s popped up yet, right? No one with a where’s-my-daughter?”
They shook their heads.
“It’s Monday,” he observed.
“There’s school today,” Shepard confirmed. “My kids have been at our school for half an hour now. Different district, but there’s no holiday today.”
He thought about it, then his attention came back to the blood and the phantom shapes beneath. “Any idea what it is?”
“I’ll have to clean it.”
“You gonna do that here?”
“I’d rather not.”
“Agreed,” he said. “All right. So, what do we got? I’d be happy to hear your preliminary findings.”
Shepard leaned back and brushed the tip of her nose with the back of her gloved hand. “We’ve got a teenaged girl strangled to death sometime around 9 p.m. last night. That’s what the lividity and rigor tell me – blood is pretty good and settled down. After she was strangled, her killer carved that thing into her stomach, whatever it is. To me those incisions look like a razor blade, not a knife, so probably a box cutter. But it could be… I don’t know…”
“How long after?”
She faced him with a frown.
He clarified, “How long after she was strangled did the cutting happen? Right away? Couple of hours?”
“I’ll know more once I can get the samples processed. I’m going to say right after. At least pretty soon after.”
Reed rose to his feet. Obviously there was a difference between someone strangling the girl and doing the cutting right away, getting the hell out of here, as opposed to someone strangling her, sitting around, maybe leaving, coming back. The latter was unlikely.
The autopsy would tell them if there was any drinking or drugs going on before she died. The neck was everything, though – if the killer wasn’t wearing gloves, they might have touch DNA. That would take weeks, though, even if they pushed it. If there was some grease on the killer’s hands though, maybe a partial print… But the neck looked clean. Reed worried about gloves. Today’s kids were smart. YouTube and everything.
You’re already thinking it’s a kid?
He realized Shepard and MacKinnon were watching him as he stood there having a conversation with himself. “How many people have been back here this morning?” he asked MacKinnon.
She frowned, thinking. “Well, I mean, there’s been a few of us moving through this area by now. And this hiking path gets used regularly. The woman who found her walks every morning. This trail branches off to others; one or two of them go out to Route 12…”
He started walking that way. “I’m going to have a look around.”
MacKinnon said, “We’ll be here.”
“Just a quick one. Be right back.”
He wanted to check the outlying area, but he also needed to get away from MacKinnon and Terri Shepard, because he suddenly felt nauseous.
Ah God, a dead girl about the same age as his own son, Mike. Not only that, but a dead girl Mike’s age who looked a hell of a lot like Sarah would have looked if she’d lived past six.
Reed walked through the woods, taking deep breaths, trying to push past this personal business mixing in, the anxiety.
This was the girl who needed him now, he reminded himself. Strangled last night, Sunday night, at 9 p.m. Then carved up, left in the ferns…
Focus. Dig into the details. Start with the body’s location, position, everything. What did that say?
For one thing, that the killer could have dragged the body just a few more inches to hide her more thoroughly in the ferns. This could have led to a delay of hours, maybe even days, until she’d been found. But that wasn’t what the killer had done.
Then again, the teacher who discovered the body had a dog. People probably walked their dogs on these trails all the time; any one of those animals might’ve sniffed something out. Maybe the killer said, screw it, what’s the point of trying to hide the victim? Maybe leaving the body like that meant a familiarity with the area, a foreknowledge that hikers, someone, would be along sooner rather than later.
Maybe…
Leaving the body like that was even purposeful, as in, the killer hadn’t wanted to slow its discovery. Because when you made a mark like that, like those cuts on the stomach, you thought you were special.
You thought you had something to say.
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