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PROLOGUE

 

 

The spider sat poised, her bulbous abdomen shimmering black and green, poisonous in the silvery gray light of early dawn. She cast a silken line behind her, descending from the jade column to alight on the marble tiles. Her legs quivered with the faint but ever-present vibrations from the floor. 

The spider was already spinning plans for her silken trap – the lower, shadowy corner between the column and the windowpane was just begging for a web – when the toe of a Louis Vuitton stiletto crushed her instantaneously out of existence. 

Miss X ground her toe, staring stoically at the place where the green and black spider had been. She reached for Kleenex from the box on large desk and casually wiped all evidence of arachnid massacre off her sole. 

Sunrise over the city was Miss X’s favorite time and place for contemplation. She stood before the tall window with her eyes trained on the distant fire-nozzle peak of Coit Tower. With the bay to the east and great blue expanse of the Pacific to the west, true north was where the peninsula ran narrow into the Golden Gate. 

The Golden Gate, she reflected poignantly – western entrance to the land of opportunity, or the final landmark on the edge of a now-tired frontier. The wild west never really died, although it did change forms so as to become almost unrecognizable. Gone were the cowboys and their broken stallions. Gone were the prospectors, who risked their fingers in order to extract wealth from the stone veins of the earth. 

What was left in their place? The Golden Gate, San Francisco, Silicon Valley. Miners, inventors, and pioneers still on the frontiers of innovation and technology, still powering the economy, still driving men mad with greed and desire. It may have lost the grit and romance of gunslingers at ten paces, but the west was wild as ever. 

 

The dead man bleeding out on the green tile floor behind Miss X was a testament to that. 

 

Her nose did not so much as wrinkle as she stepped over the corpse of Mr. Harold Laity, ex-attorney at law, to dispose of the Kleenex in the wastebin on the far side of the mahogany desk. 

The spent tissue hit the bottom of the can liner with the soft swish of plastic. 

 

The sun through the high window looked red, bathing the cityscape, and casting an eerie hue on the heavy shrouds of fog that hung between the skyscrapers. Angry, she thought passively as she pressed the silver button on the espresso machine. Angry sun this morning. 

Inside the espresso machine, steam hissed and mechanisms whirred, exuding the warm aroma of coffee. The little steel group-head spat crema and milk foam into the waiting porcelain demitasse.  On the floor behind her, the pool of blood was spreading quietly away from the stiffening corpse. Miss X sipped the espresso, leaving careful red lip prints around the edge of the tiny mug, then set it down on a saucer, in plain view, and strode nonchalantly across the office.

With gentle fingertips, she peeled off the thin silicon lip covers she’d been wearing and tossed them into the garbage with the Kleenex. Swish. There was blood in the lipstick she’d smeared carefully onto the falsies. Not the lawyer’s blood, and not her own either. 

Let the games begin.

The pointed soles and stiletto heels of her shoes waded easily through the shallow sea of gore, leaving a trail of oddly hoof-like footprints across the smoothly polished surface of the floor. 

Miss X walked out of the dead man’s office with an aura of total nonchalance; she might have glowed with casual normalcy. The only other human beings present in the skyscraper overlooking Union Square at this early hour were members of the cleaning crew. They would come across the body soon enough, as well as the suicide note in his blazer pocket and the straight-edge razor in his hand. Of course, the wound in his neck would not match the blood-smeared blade he held. The authorities would figure that out soon enough – Miss X was counting on it. 

The door of the elevator opened with the inviting ding of an old brass service bell. Miss X stepped lightly aboard the carriage, reached out a slender, black leather-gloved finger, and pressed the button for the lobby. 

The L glowed yellow in the dim light. 

In the privacy of the elevator car, before the floor-to-ceiling mirror that covered the back wall, Miss X allowed herself a thin, private smile. As the cable groaned and the car lurched to life, Miss X thought about the last thing Laity said, right after she’d jammed a butterfly knife into his throat.

“You…” the lawyer had gurgled through the bloody death rattle, “The Circle…empty chair…You!”

“The oarsman’s folly is believing he has reached an accord with the river,” she whispered over him as blood poured from his pierced jugular. “When you reach the end, you find out what it was all for.”

“Nothing,” he’d gagged out the final words, “It was…all for…Nothing.” 

The doomed man’s cryptic message could not have fallen on less sympathetic ears. Miss X had stared down into his paling face without a flicker of pity, or even interest. Still, now that she was reflecting back on his final words, Miss X could almost feel herself smile. 

“You silly, silly boy; of course it was all for Nothing,” she’d hissed, like wind through the rushes, like snakes in the cold morning, “I am Nothing.” Cool and impassive as the green marble, she watched his eyes glaze with death. “I thought you knew.” 

Smile.

The butterfly knife, which she stowed safely away, now felt a pound or two heavier in her blazer pocket. She would have to think carefully about if and where to lose it, so that it would resurface at the right moment and before the right eyes. 

The elevator hissed coolly down the steel xylem of the coastal skyscraper.  

There had been no room for mercy – not this time. Reflecting coolly over the factors, scenarios, lies, ruses, and double bluffs that led to the critical moment, Miss X could see no other alternative that allowed her to reach her own ends. The lawyer that lay sprawled now twenty…twenty-one…twenty-two floors above her was a risk that finally outweighed its own value. 

It was silly, really, when she thought about it. How often had she observed the way men romanticized themselves and their worlds to serve their own ends and egos? They clung to any desperate shred of meaning, purpose, or power they came across, no matter its relevance to the real world around them. The sheer self-importance of the wheezed accusation as the life rushed out of his chest was so pitiful that Miss X would have laughed in the man’s face if he’d lived long enough. 

Every thread in the web is as critical as any of the others. The tiniest loose end, if pulled by the right hand and exposed to the right light, could unravel everything I’ve worked for. Then it would all be for Nothing. 

The wicked smile returned to the corners of her lips as the carriage reached the ground floor and the doors hissed open. By the time she’d crossed the lobby, the red soles of her Louis Vuittons had dried and were no longer leaving red impressions. She slipped through the revolving door into the cool daybreak with the taste of espresso still lingering on her tongue.

It’s all for Nothing.  


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Eve Hope frowned at the single case file spread open on a manilla folder on the Deputy Director’s desk before her. Her eyes scanned the page as quickly and automatically as any machine, registering the information without emotion and tucking it away in the deep archives of her mind. 

Nereus Franz Oughthouse – Caucasian male, 6’2”, 180 pounds, blue eyes, blonde hair, 36 years of age at time of death. Occupation: CEO and founder of Greenway Beneficiary, entrepreneur, and philanthropist. Cause of death: lacerations to the aorta resulting from four stab wounds to the chest. Body was weighted and fastened beneath a buoy in the San Francisco Bay, discovered by civilian tourists on leisure schooner Monday, April 10 (two days ago). 

Stabbed in the heart and anchored beneath the un-telling waves of the Bay. Eve glanced at the crime scene photo clipped to the case file. The man’s body was pale and bloated, nibbled upon by the hungry mouths hidden beneath the watery surface but still mostly intact. His wrists and ankles were chafed from being long-cuffed underwater, the spongey gray flesh worn down to ivory white bone. 

“Is that all?” Eve looked up from the file to the stern, stony scowl of her boss. Deputy Director Pliny’s fingers were steepled severely in front of his tightly pressed lips. His steely eyes focused on the face of his star Special Agent. 

“Is that all?” he parroted her question. “Agent Hope, a dead man has been floating beneath a buoy in the San Francisco Bay for the last six years. Isn’t that enough?” 

Eve sucked on her lips, peering curiously at the Deputy Director’s face. “Well, sir, it’s just…” She wavered, glancing back at the case file. Was there something she’d missed? 

“Speak your thought, Agent Hope,” Pliny said without alleviating any of the gravity in his tone.

“First of all, sir, where is Agent Hobbes?” Eve looked around the room, as if her young partner might be hiding behind the potted olive tree or standard American flag that flanked the Deputy Director’s wide desk. “Why aren’t we being briefed together?” 

“You will be flying solo on this case, and you will discuss this highly classified information with no one,” Pliny said, his tone implying he did not intend to take further questions on that matter. “From what I see in your record, you tend to work alone no matter who I partner you with, so now I’m partnering you with yourself.” 

Eve squared her shoulders, swelling with pride at the compliment, but also smelling danger in the air. She decided she’d better pick her next words carefully. 

“Sir, you know better than anyone that I’m an agent of your Serial Homicide division…why are you assigning me a case with only one victim, a case that – to be honest – looks more like a mob hit than the work of a solitary, psychologically unbalanced perpetrator?” 

“Hmm,” Pliny made a contemplative noise somewhere between a murmur and a growl, making no answer. Eve chewed the inside of her cheek as questions rose to the surface of her mind, simmering at an unanswered boil over the low flame of Pliny’s unyielding expression. 

She returned her eyes to the file, running over the facts again, running the scenario in her mind’s eye in a flash. A wealthy young businessman stabbed three times in the chest before being fastened to the anchor chain of a buoy between Marin and Alcatraz. The poor sap probably forgot to pay his union dues. Still, that didn’t explain why it was coming across Pliny’s desk, or why he was handing it down to her. 

“The wounds are clean,” Eve said, looking up to assess the Deputy Director’s expression as carefully as she’d examined the photo evidence. There was something foreign in the bald man’s admittedly vaulted features, something that made the tiny hairs on the back Eve’s neck rise with uncertainty. She went on with her hypothesis, “Four hard, precise stabs to the chest. I’d say it was done with a pointed, non-serrated blade, like a hunting knife or a switchblade. Angle of insertion of each wound suggests the killer made exact rotations of the knife between each thrust, creating a trident or, if we’re feeling symbolically inclined, an inverted peace sign. It’s creepy, but not beyond the capacity of a thug with an unsatiated creative urge. Again, it’s a singular incident, by nature not a serial crime, unless you’re withholding evidence for the sheer joy of watching me make an ass of myself.”

 Eve gave the Deputy Director a wry glance, desperately attempting to alleviate the unexplained darkness that clouded Pliny’s features. The Deputy Director seemed too submerged in his own ruminations even to register what Eve was saying. 

“Ahem,” she cleared her throat and went on in the face of unresponsive silence. “Given the circumstances in which the body was found, I’m surprised the Bureau is not routing this investigation through Organized Crime in Las Vegas.”  

The Deputy Director heaved a weighty sigh, rising from his chair. Eve stood up automatically, remaining where she was as Pliny came out from behind his desk. She watched him with wary eyes as he drew the blinds across the windows and doors. The late morning sunlight shining through the private window behind Pliny’s desk made him an ominous silhouette. 

“Agent Hope, it’s not often that I call upon you for discretion beyond your post,” said Pliny after a moment of heavy silence, “Therefore I know you’ll understand that I do so now from dire necessity and under direct orders from higher authorities. I called on you because I know that I can count on your ability, as well as your silence. Before I continue, however, you should know that what I’m about to tell you is top secret, and entirely off the record.” 

Eve shut her eyes for a brief moment, found her resolve, then looked up at her boss. “You can rely on me, sir. You’ve earned my loyalty, as I hope I have yours.” 

“Certainly,” Pliny replied. 

Was that a note of uncertainty in the Deputy Director’s voice? Eve dismissed the thought as paranoia and refocused on the case that was causing all this unusual behavior. 

Pliny cleared his throat a few times, then began in a low baritone, “This man, Nereus Oughthouse, has been missing for six years – that much you read in the case file. What’s not in the file is that, at age twenty-three, he inherited controlling interest of the Oughthouse Family Office, one of the largest fortunes in the United States if not the world. An Oughthouse could trip over a Rothschild and feel slighted, just to give you an idea of who we’re dealing with.” Eve let out a low whistle, half impressed and half scornful. “Nereus Oughthouse used large chunks of the family fortune to fund his highly successful business ventures, growing his talents by staggering degrees.” 

“Until six years ago,” Eve filled in, as the Deputy Director seemed to have trailed off. “Did he resume the family office when his son died? Nereus was thirty-six…reasonably speaking he couldn’t have fathered a child older than ten. I’m guessing the tradition of naming a boy-king of the family office didn’t carry down?” 

“No, Nereus never fathered any children that anybody knows of,” Pliny answered with a sigh. “Within the bylaws of the Oughthouse Family Office it’s plainly stated that the president must be the closest living relative of Emerson Fey Oughthouse, the original Robber Baron that grew the family fortune from a single mine shaft in the Yukon in the mid-nineteenth century.”

Eve blinked, not seeing how the history of the victim’s family fortune played a role, but kept her mouth shut. 

“Over the last six years, Senator Oughthouse has been very concerned, obviously, about Nereus’s sudden disappearance. He has personally financed a quiet but thorough investigation into the circumstances surrounding his son’s death, although we didn’t know that he was really dead until the schooner collided with the buoy and his body rose to the surface.” 

“Quiet?” Eve asked, shaking her head as if trying to clear water from her ears. “What do you mean he personally financed the investigation?”

“It’s been kept off the official radar through some…less than surface-level channels,” he said, and Eve could tell by the way Pliny annunciated each syllable that he was picking his words carefully. “Senator Oughthouse, while deeply concerned with unearthing the truth about his son, was not eager to have the status of his Family Office held under scrutiny. The uncomfortable question of who’s to fill the president’s office in lieu of Nereus’s heir is one that the Senator would prefer simply not to answer while he's on the Hill.” 

“Or the campaign trail,” Eve added. Pliny’s sudden glare made her wish she’d said it under her breath. 

“The investigation into Nereus’s disappearance was carried out by the Pinkertons rather than the traditional authorities, all expenses paid out of the Oughthouse Family Office. That file,” Pliny’s voice strained slightly as he opened a locked drawer in his desk and hefted out a large, lock-secured briefcase, “doesn’t officially exist. Here it is.” Solemnly, he unlocked and opened the case, removing an unmarked folder. He gave Eve a long, poignant stare before sliding it across the desk to her. 

Eve’s bewildered stare fell from the Deputy Director’s face to the heavy stack of papers that strained the binding of the folder before her. She opened it slowly and began leafing through the pages. There were complicated phone records, maps with pins relating to various cellphones and devices, credit card statements, and search histories going back nearly twenty years. 

Eve frowned, scrutinizing one of the pages closer. Some of the dates in the records really did go back twenty years. The victim would hardly have been more than a teenager when some of these records were made. The thought of hired spooks sorting through decades of personal data made Eve’s skin crawl. At least those at Quantico, as sworn agents of the federal government, were beholden by their oath to the laws of the nation and the citizens they protected. Who knew where the loyalties of a private investigator lay, beyond the cut of their next paycheck?  

The actual content of the records, Eve noticed as she continued to leaf through the pages, didn’t serve to un-muddy the waters much. The international ball-and-cup network of holding companies and shell corporations. From what Eve could gather, the bulk of the money seemed to spread into three major investment groups: crude oil, transportation systems, and silicon – the gold standard of the digital age. Nereus’s contribution to the family fortune, Greenway Beneficiary, showed a multi-hundred-million-dollar return on investment annually, but it was dwarfed by comparison to this vast network of deeply veiled monopoly. 

Still, the record couldn’t deny that Greenway had been successful by nearly any standard. During the thirteen years that Nereus had been alive at the helm of his company, nine out of ten startups that secured funding with Greenway had either survived long enough to be profitably bought out by a larger corporation or flourished into a successful enterprise by its own right. Nothing in the records suggested a financial motive for murder, at least not from the first glance. 

Fortunes like this, however, always carried the potential to become a breeding ground for foul play. Greed lives in the hearts of all – more dormant in some than others but ever present – germinating at the sight of large sums of money all hoarded in one place. 

“What about his personal life?” Eve asked, looking up from the forbidden file to the silhouetted face of her boss once again, “Dilettantes and debutants are a volatile combination. Did somebody try to knife their way out of a prenup?” 

“That’s exactly what the Senator has tasked first the private investigators and now me, and thereby you, with finding out.” 

“If I can ask, sir,” Eve said carefully, glancing sidelong at her boss, “how did the Senator come to take you into his confidences?” 

“Senator Oughthouse was in my class at West Point.” Pliny replied shortly, adding half under his breath, “He went on to Washington and I was shipped out to Vietnam, but he’s still an old friend.”

“Why not give it to the Pinkertons?” Eve asked. “I mean, they’ve been working this case for the last six years, right? Why hand it over to the Bureau now?”

“Because the body surfaced, and some champagne-headed fool on the schooner decided to post a video of the discovery to the internet. The truth about Nereus’s death is now public, so now the investigation must be elevated to official channels. The information I’ve given you could be critical to unearthing the truth, but you understand that it must not be leaked, now more than ever. The consequences of such a security breach would be extreme, and the ripples would go further than even I could fathom.” 

“You have my word, sir,” Eve replied. “I assume all this means that I’m heading back to California.” 

“I hope you like the sunshine,” Pliny affirmed her guess with a nod. “An FBI jet will be waiting for you on the tarmac in three hours. Pack what you need and say Nothing. In this briefcase, you’ll find a few helpful costume items that will help you disappear from the grid. Officially speaking, you’re still on paid leave. Nobody knows where you are or what you’re doing. You will make reports to me only, in person only, and after I’ve given you the clearance to speak freely only.” 

“Understood, sir.” 

“Dismissed, Agent Hope,” Pliny said, adding softly, “and go with Saint Christopher.”

Eve stood up, saluting the Deputy Director with solemn, disciplined pride, but she felt as though she’d swallowed a ton of wet cement that was now hardening in the bottom of her stomach. This was dirty. She knew it. Worse yet, Pliny knew it, and he was asking it of her anyway. 

What was there for her to do except pick up the secret file, lock it away in the briefcase, and leave the Deputy Director’s office with the weight of a new secret on her shoulders?

Eve drove away from the FBI Headquarters with her mind shrouded in dense clouds of uncertainty. The ethics of the case to which she’d been assigned stuck in her craw, but she had her orders, and under it all she still believed that she could trust Pliny’s guidance. 

Still, the way in which the Senator had circumvented the authorities in service of his own political career struck Eve as overtly suspicious. What else had failed to come to light when the case fell to the Pinkertons rather than the police department? Eve could smell the rancid odor of conspiracy in the corruption, and she hoped that she could still trust the judgement of her commanding officer’s character. 

Eve keyed the passcode into the security box of her apartment complex’s high-fenced parking lot, guiding her SUV into her usual spot. The lot was quiet, sun-dappled in the early afternoon. 

So what if the investigation wasn’t completely aboveboard? The world wasn’t divided cleanly into good guys and bad guys, law-abiders and criminals, cops and robbers, Eve thought as she removed her keys from the ignition, absentmindedly slamming the door shut behind her as she got out. There were only teams, warring with each other for access to resources, power, and information. Some teams played for profit, some for ideals, and others for reasons beyond Eve’s guessing power, so deeply entrenched were they in the transactional gameplay of global society. 

The hallways of Eve’s apartment complex always looked a little askew in the afternoon. Eve was an early riser, even though work kept her out late, so typically she traversed the grounds plunged in the dark, chilly hours between eleven p.m. and five a.m. How long had the carpets been navy blue? she wondered. The dirty, threadbare carpet of Eve’s cheap but secure complex probably would have been just as well remaining a mystery. Eve’s digs were done no favors by daylight through dirty windows. 

Sitting idly in front of Eve’s apartment door was a small brown parcel, a laminated delivery label plastered over the tape-sealed cardboard flaps of the box. Eve unlocked the door, leaning down to scoop up the parcel with a fluid motion as she entered her home. Weighing the parcel in her hand, she wondered if it was the French perfume which she’d ordered on a spontaneous splurge a week prior. Even FBI agents must be allowed their indulgences, after all. She set it down on her coffee table as she came in. Whatever it was, she would have to wait until she was back from California, or at least until after she’d gathered her essentials into a go bag. 

Eve emerged from her bedroom about twenty minutes later carrying a plain black duffel, dressed in what at first glance appeared to be average, inconspicuous civilian clothes. In truth, the outfit was nuanced. The glasses she wore were tinted a slight shade of yellow that obstructed digital iris identification. The pattern of her patch-quilt sweater, too, was carefully designed to antagonize the AI facial recognition software she was so familiar with in her own agency work. Both were gifts from Pliny. 

Eve stood for a moment before the floor-length mirror beside the coatrack by her front door, inspecting her outfit in the reflection. It was no wonder that glasses and sweater were effective against virtual identification, Eve thought. She could hardly recognize herself. 

Suddenly, the silence of the apartment was shattered by a musical ringtone. Eve, in a single, instinctive motion, threw herself behind the safety of her sofa, yanking her concealed pistol from its holster. 

There was no movement in the apartment, no sound except for the melodic, muffled ringtone. 

Eve held perfectly still, scarcely daring to breathe. For an instant, she was once again the Marine of her past, waiting out the silent, eternal moment between triggering and detonating an IED. Every muscle in her body tensed to the point of snapping. 

The ringtone was a short, looping snippet from Johnny Cash’s Ring of Fire. It sounded muffled. Slowly, Eve rose from her defensive sprawl, searching for the source of the sound. The song continued with absurdly whimsical, spaghetti-western innocence against the panic that ebbed away from Eve’s nervous system by degrees. 

“I fell into a burning ring of fire!” Johnny Cash started in on the chorus for the third time. Eve picked herself up cautiously and returned her pistol to its concealed holster.

Her eyes landed on the brown parcel, which remained unopened on the coffee table. The ringtone was coming from inside. Eve picked up the box with fingers that did not tremble despite the anxious adrenaline supercharge that electrified her system, flicking open the short, razor sharp blade of her pocket knife and gouging it expertly through the tape. 

“I went down, down, down…” the ringtone went on again. The song seemed to laugh in the face of Eve’s fear and frustration. With a grunt of animal triumph, Eve succeeded in freeing the box from itself and wrenched the flaps open. 

Inside, nestled in the bottom corner of the otherwise empty box, was a small, unostentatious flip phone. The tiny screen, no larger than Eve’s thumbnail, was illuminated as the ringtone continued. A little black phone icon bounced urgently to and fro across. A call was coming in; there was no other information provided. No caller ID, no unidentified number, just the cowboy baritone of Johnny Cash over three-cent speakers and little black phone to dance along. 

Burner phone, Eve’s mind classified the device as she pulled it out, allowing the box to fall away. It landed with a soft thump on the throw rug under her coffee table. Eve stared at the phone as if transfixed. She’d been introduced to the highly secret, ultra-sensitive case less than an hour ago, and already there was mystery afoot. 

The porridge-spoon common sense that makes people shout advice to the characters in slasher flick movie houses was screaming in the back of Eve’s mind that her world was complicated enough as it was, that answering the phone would only further muddy the already troubling waters. It was a voice Eve had long-since learned to tune out. Never in her career had Eve chosen safety over information, and now hardly seemed the time to start. Curiosity kills the cat, but satisfaction and penicillin had brought her back every time so far. 

She opened the phone, drew a deep breath, and keyed the little green button. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Who is this?” Eve asked, not raising her voice an iota above room temperature casual. She could feel her heartbeat in her temples. 

“We knew each other once, many years and lifetimes ago.” 

The voice on the other side of the mysterious burner phone was scrambled, modulating up and down from a deep demonic growl to a high whine. Eve scrambled, hurrying to open her smartphone and start the memo recorder app. There was a faint hope that she could deconstruct the digital cloaking device later. She put the burner phone on speaker, holding it and her recording smartphone. 

“Who are you?” Eve repeated the question, louder but without changing her affection. 

“When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain?” 

The recitation from the opening act of Macbeth, mutilated by the distortions of the cloaking device, sent a deep, reverberating echo through Eve. A nearly forgotten memory from the obscure vaults of youth. She sat in the attic of her childhood home with both her older and younger sister. The three girls were having a slumber party in Lily’s attic bedroom, gathered giggling around the weak yellow glow of an old, low-powered camping lantern. 

They’d pulled old scratchy blankets over their heads like monastic hoods while Lily read to them from an old bound collection of abridged Shakespeare. Eve could remember the tarnished red fabric of the book’s cover as clearly as she remembered the material of her own pajama bottoms and the whimsical colors of little Melody’s toe socks poking out from under her blanket. Outside, a full moon hung in a cloudless night sky. 

Eve remembered the way Lily had affected her voice, the hidden laugh buried beneath all the fear and magic she put into the voice of the witch. Melody had been frightened, and Eve had tried to reassure her by saying that it was only their sister, but deep inside she’d been frightened too. Lily was a skilled thespian, filling her readings with crackling life, even if they all knew it was just a game at the end. 

In thunder, lightning, or in rain? 

The memory was so intensely vivid, so unexpectedly packed with emotion that she had to sit down. She sank to the sofa, lifting the burner phone to her ear and letting the smartphone hang limply by her side. 

Was it possible that the masked voice on the phone really was her sister, reading to Eve again from the magic tragedy in order to inconspicuously identify herself across years and miles? Even in her most secret heart, Eve could not let herself fully hope for that. And yet…

“I…” Eve gulped air like goldfish held out of water in a pair of tongs. Hold it, Marine, she commanded herself with savage logic through the high-pitched haze of overwhelming information and speculation that compounded, beating against her mind like a rising tide of unanswered questions. Don’t get swept away by theatrics. Analyze the situation. 

Ignoring the personal memory associated with the line, Eve’s hyper-critical mind jumped suddenly into gear. In Macbeth, the witch’s quote set the stage for prophecy, for dark omens of greed, murder, and despair. What could the speaker mean by invoking that now? Was it supposed to create the illusion that Act I of a pre-rehearsed production was taking place? A subtle but psychologically effective tool for social manipulation, instilling a sense of fatalism in the unsuspecting listener? 

Determined not to let herself be thrown by the speaker, Eve scowled and tried to imagine who could possibly have found out her involvement in the Oughthouse case this quickly. The ominous burner phone and psy-op scare tactics smacked of the same odorous conspiracy, and the timing was far too close for coincidence. Eve knew she’d have to move fast and think faster in order not to be the last one to learn her own role in the plot. 

“We need to talk,” said the cloaked voice over the burner, after letting the quote hang alone in the signal waves between them for a moment, “but there will be rules.” 

“I’m listening,” Eve replied, bringing her smartphone back into close proximity to the burner’s tiny speakers. 

“First, we will not be using our real names. It’s of the utmost urgency to both of our safety that this call remains totally anonymous and strictly confidential.” 

Great. Just what I need. Eve frowned. More secrets. 

“I understand. What should I call you?” 

“How about…uh…” The pause carried a fraction of a second too long, leading Eve to suspect the speaker had a name in mind. Probably one that they had put a lot of thought into, one riddled with secret symbols and private jokes at Eve’s expense.  Finally they said, “Oh, I know; you can call me Miss Green.” 

“Good enough for me,” Eve said, making a mental note for later critical analysis. “Call me Agent 3.” She picked the middle digit of her serial number at a whim.

“Okay, Agent 3. The next rule is this: don’t tell anybody about the phone you’re holding now. Keep it with you, but keep it secret. Guard it as if your life depended on it. The time may come when it will.” 

Eve looked skeptically at the cheap, clunky pre-paid clamshell cellphone in her hand. This was supposed to save her life? It hardly looked thick enough to stop a pellet of BB shot. 

“Check,” Eve replied, tonally as if running down a grocery list but she was listening closely.

“Rule three – no cops.” 

“You are aware that you’re speaking to a sworn agent of the FBI?” Eve said, putting a steel bite into her voice now. 

“Agent 3,” the voice replied, “I know exactly who you are. I know where you are and what you do. I’ve known all about you-- longer than even you’ve known yourself. But if we’re going to talk, you’ll have to check your law enforcement skin at the door.”

There it was again – another reverberating hint of the speaker’s identity. Who but her sister Lily would read a quote like that over the phone at a moment like this? Who but her older sister had known her longer than she’d known herself? 

Her mind flashed over the brief but deeply unsettling possibility that the phone call was coming from her father, the notorious Swallowtail Killer. How hard would it be to acquire a cellphone and modify the microphone to disguise his voice? 

She tried to dismiss the thought, but another, more troubling one rose immediately to take its place. 

If it’s not my father or my sister, then who is it?

With a cold, slimy shiver, Eve remembered the heavy, technically non-existent file that Pliny had handed down to her. Who’s to say there weren’t files like that on her, keeping detailed records of every significant element of her already exploited and sensationalized childhood. There were probably whole file cabinets on her, from early childhood in a house with a serial killer to her life of crime-fighting civil service – with God-knows-who running their greedy, beady eyes all over her dossier. 

“Why did you call, Miss Green?” Eve asked suddenly. “What do you want?” 

“What do I want?” the speaker’s voice rose, even through the modulations, as they parroted Eve’s question. “What do I want?” Again, this time as if asking herself. She chuckled, a weird sound over the distorted phone. “I don’t know. It’s Nothing, really. I just called to give you an answer you may not even know you need.” 

Eve sucked in her cheeks. The speaker – Miss Green, as Eve had been instructed to call her – was laughing again. It pinged through the shred-and-scatter filters like echoes of madness in an abandoned belfry. Eve held the phone away from her ear, weighing her options. She could hang up, ditch the phone and the mysterious laugher on the other end, and put it all out of her mind – or at least this strange add-on to her already complicated mission. 

An answer she didn’t know she needed. It was a complicated lure, but an effective one. Eve turned it over in her mind. 

“Before you give me the answer I don’t know I need,” Eve countered, straightening up on the sofa as inspiration struck, “tell me what the question is.” 

“Ahh,” Miss Green laughed again, “now we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves.” 

“What was the point of going to all the trouble of getting me this phone, distorting your voice, and playing all these mind games if you’re not going to tell me anything?” Eve snapped, trying to sound annoyed enough that she might hang up. “Don’t waste my time today. I’ve got a plane to catch.” 

“Oh, don’t worry, I know all about your flight, Agent 3.” The voice on the other end of the burner sent a chill down Eve’s spine. “The FBI charter jet is flying under a cloaking device of its own, from Quantico to a private airfield in Northern California, where a standard gray Lexus sedan will be waiting with the key in the ignition, signed out to a Jane Q. Public alias. As far as air traffic control is concerned, your jet will be no more than a private aircraft carrying a civilian crew across the country. I made sure it would be so, just like I made sure the case you’re [cough] not working on [cough] didn’t come to you.” 

“How do you know about that?” Eve demanded, her eyes widening. 

“Easy, easy,” the voice failed to be soothing through the modulating filter, “I’ll explain everything – in person. I think, by the time this is all over, you’ll understand that I’m on your side.”  

“What do you mean in person?” Eve asked, looking around suddenly as if expecting an assailant to jump out from behind the curtain. The phone had been delivered to her doorstep, after all, beyond the supposedly secure perimeter of her apartment complex. If they knew about the case before she did, who’s to say they hadn’t been staking out her apartment for months, setting a complicated ambush? 

Eve’s heart pounded in her throat. The apartment was as still as ever. 

“The airplane, silly,” Miss Green said over the phone with another warped laugh, “I made sure you’d get this case in part so that you’d have an excuse to come see me – and a reason to keep it secret. Forgive my paranoia, if you can, but I needed some kind of insurance.” 

“Against what?” 

“Against you, Agent 3” Miss Green replied simply, adding as an afterthought, “Against arrest, exposure, and espionage.” 

“And you feel sure that you can meet me without taking those risks?” Eve raised an eyebrow. “What’s to stop me from arresting you myself?” 

“Then you’d have to explain why you’re there,” Miss Green said, as sweetly as was possible through the villainous voice cloaking device. Eve bit down her response, remembering the anxiety with which Pliny had drawn the blinds in his office. Miss Green had a point. 

“What if I choose not to meet you?” Eve asked, “What if I just go about my own business? I was heading out that way before you called, as you already know. What if I don’t want your answer?” 

“Why wouldn’t you want an answer?” Miss Green asked. 

“So that I can find my own,” Eve replied, “so that I can be sure it’s the truth.” 

“Truth is relative, like beauty and the passage of time,” Miss Green waxed poetic through the modulator. “Remember that. Anyway, you’re not going to miss our meeting. It’s not in your nature, and besides, it would make me so sad.” 

“How will I know where to meet you?” Eve asked, “How will I know who you are?” 

“We’ll meet in the Shiro Tori Tea Garden – I’ll send you the time and location on this burner. Give the name ‘Mandi Harrod’ at the front counter. There will be a table reserved. I’ll meet you there. You’ll know me when you see me – I’m sure of it.” 

“And then you’ll give me this big, secret answer?” Eve asked, a little peeved that she was being forced into a game before she understood the rules or even the objective. 

There was silence from the burner phone. Miss Green had hung up. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Eve Hope was in disguise. 

The life of an FBI special agent is filled with disguises, masks, and ruses of all depths and varieties. Eve’s acting chops were steeled by over a decade of combat missions, stealth operations, secret ploys, and criminal investigations. She’d bested serial killers and insurgent soldiers alike. Now, however, she was standing on the convergence of confidential information and dire circumstance, facing an altogether new kind of enemy, one that wielded an invisible but destructive weapon – secrecy. 

Her disguise, like any good set of plainclothes, was entirely unremarkable. Her anti-recognition designed glasses, too, were deceptively commonplace. Looking around the moderately bustling pier, Eve could spot at least have a dozen nearly identical pairs of spectacles as she nonchalantly scanned the scattered faces of the tourists, dock hands, and fishermen. The air was rife with the cold, clammy scent of salt, kelp, and piscine intestines. 

Squinting into the wind that blew the dark, loose strands of hair around her face like the fine tentacles of a manic jellyfish, Eve could only just see the line of buoys bobbing away in the wide, gray-blue chop of the bay. There were a few vessels on the water, sunfish sailboats, and salt of the earth tugboats with a little square captain’s cabin that chugged back and forth across the bay. 

Eve wandered along the pier until she came to a pay-per-view binocular stand. She dropped two quarters in the machine, putting her eyes to the viewfinder and seizing the handles like a submarine periscope. She wheeled her lenses across the water again. There were the sail and tugboats, as innocent as ever. 

The tugboat, which had been coming in towards the docks when Eve first lay eyes on it, was now being hitched to the hull of a massive barge. Eve, her face hidden behind the owllike lenses of the stationary binoculars, watched as the barge began slowly to move through the water, out towards the mouth of the bay. 

“Tavitian Sanitation Services.” The words were printed in white letters along the Sheetmetal side of the barge. Tons of city garbage, Eve thought, making its way out to sea. The tugboat detached from the barge, fishtailing around a bobbing buoy, and began once more to head in towards the coast. Eve squinted as a vague, unsubstantiated thought entered her head. 

What if Nereus’s body was taken out with the trash?

 

Eve stood on the pier, gazing out at the shimmering water of the bay. Somewhere beneath the waves, a man had been chained to a buoy anchor for six years like an aquatic Prometheus, his innards beaked away by fish instead of eagles. For six years he drowned upside down, hundreds of thousands of cars thundered back and forth overhead across the bridges, Bay, and Golden Gate, in blissful, rumbling ignorance. 

The private investigators had spent six years trying to uncover the truth behind the disappearance of the young billionaire, and in that time they had only succeeded in proving there was nobody anywhere with ill will towards Nereus Oughthouse. Perhaps, Eve reflected, that had been the real point of the private investigation. She shuddered as she attempted to conceive of every possible angle. The tugboat chugged out of sight, and the barge slid away towards the open sea. 

An answer she didn’t know she needed – that’s what was promised by the mysterious Miss Green over the phone. Eve teetered on the decision of whether or not to keep the appointment. As promised, a text message with a time and location, as well as the identifying code phrase and appropriate response, had been sent to the burner phone, which was now stowed safely in Eve’s innermost pocket.  Meeting Miss Green, even to receive help on the case she’d been assigned, meant more than the assumption of personal risk. It meant breaking Pliny’s orders not to discuss the case with nobody else. 

But if there was even the remotest possibility that Miss Green was, in actuality, her long-lost sister Lily, Eve knew that she would go. She had to find out for herself, and Miss Green knew that. The snare lay in plain sight and yet was unavoidable, irresistible – a cunning trap, if that’s what it turned out to be. 

And if it wasn’t a trap? 

Eve frowned even at the better of the two possibilities. Why and how would Lily know anything about the disappearance of one of the wealthiest, most powerful, and influential men on the west coast? Lily herself had been Missing, Presumed Dead for more than fifteen years. Maybe they’d passed each other in purgatory. 

It wasn’t a question that Eve could allow to go unanswered. There was too much at stake. Miss Green didn’t show up anywhere in the Pinkerton file. She would be doing a disservice to her case, the Oughthouse family, and to justice if she didn’t pursue this new lead that promised answers, right?

As long as it didn’t get back to Pliny. That was easy enough, she thought with internal sarcasm. Just keep a compound secret from the Deputy Director of the FBI. Still, that’s exactly what she would have to do, at least until she’d assessed the information gained.

She’d left her smartphone and personal devices locked in the trunk of the Lexus, which she would leave in San Francisco – where she ostensibly was. She’d take the train to Santa Cleo, make her meeting, and return back down the tracks before nightfall. Nobody would be the wiser. 

The stationary binoculars timed out and the shutters snapped closed, plunging Eve – click – right into total darkness. She stepped down off the platform and began walking towards the Bay Area Regional Transit station. She paid for her ticket in cash, keeping her eyes down and her expression blank. Everybody else seemed to be doing the same, staring emptily at the floor or into their phones. Maybe they were all carrying their own secrets, Eve thought as she passed through a dank, underground station and got on board the train. 

The carriage Eve entered was about three-quarters full of dreary-eyed, tired-mouthed people. A homeless man finished reading the financial pages of the Chronical, muttered something about the market, then bunched up the pages into a pillow and lay down. Eve relaxed in a seat behind him, where close neighbors would be unlikely. She glanced around the car, keeping her expression casual but anxiously scanning for anybody that might be tailing her. 

Nobody seemed particularly suspicious, nor particularly interested in Eve’s activities. She settled back in her seat as the diesel engine choogled to life, shunting away from San Francisco for the northbound journey through Marin towards the techno-boomtown of Santa Cleo. 

She didn’t open the top-secret Pinkerton file while she was on the train. Even alone on the private plane as she’d jetted across the county, Eve had kept the file closely guarded, in case any of the crew members should walk by with wandering eyes during the flight. 

Now, onboard the train and amid the public, Eve wouldn’t risk so much as glancing too long at the black bag at her feet that carried the sensitive documents. Instead, she opened the secret burner phone and looked at the home screen. She didn’t have to worry about suspicious eyes – or so she felt safe assuming – because she’d been sure to erase any critical messages from the phone’s text threads and history after committing the information to memory. 

The home screen of the burner was a standard, abstract image in blue and green. A bar along the top of the display showed three-quarters battery life, two bars of signal, and the ringtone set to vibrate. No more Johnny Cash. 

Eve absently thumbed the menu key. She was not surprised to find that, other than the standard software files, there was not much stored or downloaded to the phone. No music, no pictures, or videos. The little clamshell burner didn’t even have a camera. 

Probably that’s the exact reason Miss Green – Lily? – picked this phone. No camera for the spooky spies to tap into. It’s probably got a GPS scrambler, too. 

Eve poked around in the files a little more, but didn’t find anything that clued her in to how the phone had been modified or by whom. She couldn’t even tell what company manufactured the thing. She did come across an app called SPHYNX, but when she opened it, it appeared to be some kind of hyper-simplistic eight-bit game. 

At first, Eve didn’t know what she was looking at. There was a single box which she could control, and a digital human-faced cat monster that moved around the screen on its own. Of course, Eve thought, the sphinx. Cute. 

There didn’t seem to be any objective, at first. The sphinx followed her little box as she moved it around the screen, but not fast enough to catch it. Eve raised an eyebrow. It was an odd application to find on this otherwise barren phone. It had to mean something – but what? 

As she stared, another little box appeared in the opposite corner of the screen, identical to the first. Eve maneuvered her box towards the new one. Maybe it was like a snake, she thought. At first, she thought she had the right idea. The second box attached itself to her controller, following it around the screen. 

Eve followed this procedure as more boxes generated. No matter how long her train got, the sphinx never caught up. It loped digitally behind her train, never catching up, never slowing down. Only when she was carting seven blank boxes behind her curser block did the game give her something new to interact with. 

As she added the last box, her train moved of its own volition into the left half of the screen, lining itself up in a neat row while the sphinx settled in a grinning squat in the bottom right. Above the sphinx in a rudimentary text box, a single line appeared. 

WHO ARE YOU?

The question was spelled out in all caps. Eve squinted at the screen. At last, the game was showing an element of interest. It was a puzzle. Eve studied the screen for clues, but there didn’t seem to be anything else on the screen, just the sphinx and its question on the right, her narrow line of boxes on the left. 

There was Nothing else. 

Eve chewed her lip, her mind briefly taken away from the complexity of her troubles by the puzzle in front of her. She couldn’t explain how she knew, but deep inside she had the feeling that the game was more than a simple puzzle. She called the myth of the sphinx to mind, mining the old stories for clues that the programmer might have hidden.

The sphinx stood as a guardian in Egyptian culture. Later, Greek travelers incorporated a version of the human-cat as a wily, ferocious gatekeeper of the roads, eating innocent Greeks that failed to answer her absurd and illogical riddles. 

So, the road to riches, so to speak, stood guarded by a sphinx with a question. This sphinx asked, “who are you?” – and the answer was bound to be cryptic. 

What answer could she give? For that matter, how was she supposed to answer at all? There didn’t seem to be anywhere for her to enter a response. She thought about the coded phrase she was supposed to use when meeting Miss Green, but dismissed the possibility. She doubted they would use the same password twice. 

WHO ARE YOU?

 

***

 

Sitting at a table in the sun-dappled patio of the Shiro Tori Tea Garden, Eve felt as if her nerves were on the edge of snapping. Never at any point in her colorful, fast-paced career had she been as worried about the efficacy of her disguise as she was at that moment. 

The disguise that Eve wore was comprised as much of her circumstances as her outfit. She’d followed her contact’s instructions for confidentiality, telling nobody, not even her own brother, about her secret meeting on the opposite coast. If the meeting proved to produce good news, she would find the right time to share it with her family, her boss, and the public. For now, it was absolutely essential that nobody knew where she was or who she was meeting, and Eve was taking no chances. 

She could not afford to be recognized. 

She also couldn’t afford not to be recognized. 

A bead of sweat formed on Eve’s temple and slid slowly towards her jaw. She blamed it on the sun, silently recounting the signal her contact was to give, and the response she was to make. 

This was a meeting Eve could not bear to lose. 

The private table at the tea garden had been reserved under “Mandi Harrod,” the false name given to Eve by her elusive contact. Around the table, several large wooden trellises densely overgrown with honeysuckle created an organic feeling of privacy: open, yet secluded. 

Eve glanced at her watch. It was 1508 hours. The meeting had been set for 1500 on the dot. Doing her due diligence as a federal agent, Eve had arrived thirty minutes early to scope out the tea garden. Only when she was satisfied that she was not walking into a trap did she finally give the phony name and allow herself to be escorted into the floral privacy of the back patio. 

On the table before her, a pot of tea steamed. Aromatic tendrils danced and dissipated across two empty, waiting teacups. The rich scent of black Darjeeling swirled into the ambrosially fragrant air. 

Miss Green had given Eve no sign of how she would identify herself. There was Nothing Eve could do but wait. Beneath the table, her fingers fidgeted uncharacteristically. Would she recognize Miss Green? Would Miss Green recognize her? 

If it wasn’t a trap, then Eve was scheduled to meet someone she hadn’t seen in more than sixteen years, someone who had been missing, presumed dead for nearly half of Eve’s life. Time would have changed their faces, and perhaps much more. Still, if Miss Green was who she believed she was, then Eve knew that she would recognize her contact the second they made eye contact. 

If it wasn’t a trap. 

The digital display on Eve’s watched ticked off another minute. 1509. 

Eve heard the footsteps – the unmistakable click of high-heeled shoes on the concrete walkway –a moment before the waitress appeared around the corner of the lush wall of the trellis. Eve, never out of FBI critical analysis mode, flicked her eyes quickly to the woman’s shoes. Black rubber-soled, kitchen-friendly, non-slip sneakers. 

Someone else, someone in heels, was still coming. 

Miss Green stepped into the broad, warm shaft of sunlight cutting across the open-air patio of the tea garden. Her eyes were shaded by emerald-tinted sunglasses in exotically shaped frames. Her hair, chopped brutally at her shoulder, was dyed shoe-polish black. 

The woman stood silently in the walkway, her hands folded over the snap of an alligator skin clutch. She wore a breezy pair of calf-length khaki capris, a green silk blouse, and dark blazer with the winged cuffs rolled halfway up her slender forearms. She held perfectly still, her mouth gathered in an impassive rosebud of crimson lipstick until the waitress had vacated the premises. 

“Where is it?” the woman asked, glancing up. It was the first line of the code they had set to identify each other. 

Eve held equally still, her eyes fixed on the woman that stared coolly back. Somewhere, unseen in the wisteria, a lone bird cried its desolate song. 

“Only where it’s been. What is it?” Eve supplied the correct response with a forcedly casual inflection.  

“Oh, Nothing,” Miss Green said, walking slowly towards the table, lowering her face as she removed her glasses. Her hair hung in a dramatic curtain across her face. She placed the glasses in her bag, chuckling with a soft, smokey laugh that Eve remembered like a dream from childhood. 

Lily.

When she looked up, Eve saw the brilliant green eyes that she was waiting for. Miss Green, still laughing, brushed the hair out of her face at last, looking the agent full in the eyes. 

Eve knew. 

“Hey,” said Miss Green, relaxing ever so slightly now that the code phrase had been completed. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“We thought you were dead.” 

The words lurched awkwardly out of Eve’s mouth like a city bus with flat tires. She’d intended to ask immediately how she was involved with the Oughthouse case and how she’d managed to influence the FBI to hand the case down to her, but with Lily standing before her, undeniably alive, it was all Eve could do to keep herself from melting down. Her eyes watered and threatened to overflow. 

They were standing about four feet apart, with the edge of the table between them, staring into each other’s eyes. 

“We knew you were dead,” Eve repeated herself, enunciating her words as if Lily had not heard. She trembled as she stepped towards her sister. She held out her hand uncertainly, as if for a shake, but Lily seized her suddenly by the shoulders and drew her to a tight embrace. 

“I know,” Lily whispered. 

Eve, generally not a hugger, was stiff for an instant. Then she let herself fall upon her sister’s shoulder, her eyes swimming. She blinked back the tears. 

“I let you think I was dead,” Lily said in Eve’s ear. “I led you to believe and allowed you to live your entire adult life until now with a dead sister. For that, I’m truly sorry.” 

Eve sniffed and gibbered something that even she couldn’t make sense of. She pulled herself off of her sister and wiped furiously at her eyes, desperately attempting to compose herself. She stared at Lily’s face, the familiar, round cheekbones and their mother’s forest-nymph eyes. 

Her sister’s eyes were dry. 

Eve ignored the observation and held her closer. 

 “That’s a groovy sweater,” Lily said, giving the abstract patchwork a friendly tug as they finally released each other and sat down under the flowering branches. 

“Thanks, I thought you’d like it,” Eve replied, still dazed as she collected herself. The initial shock, she thought, would not wear off for quite a while. It’s not every day you see a resurrection. “You look…” 

“Alive?” Lily finished her sister’s response graciously, as Eve had trailed off into silence. 

“Right.” 

The breeze whispered flower petals across the sunbaked concrete for a quiet moment. 

“Where did you go?” Eve asked at last. Lily tilted her head back, as if it required mental effort to recall. 

“New Jersey, at first,” she said, “That was the first stop on a long series of self-destructive attempts to become anyone but myself. After that, I spent a few horrible months bouncing between Miami and Pensacola. When the opportunity came up to split for California, I was gone like party powder."

“What were you doing?” Eve asked, “I mean, how were you surviving?”

“There are all kinds of ways to survive outside the traditional scope of employment,” Lily said, and her tone insinuated that it would be unwise to ask more. “Like I said, opportunity rushed me away to California. Howard had been arrested by that point, and I wanted to put as much distance as I could between myself and anyone who might recognize me.” 

“There were other ways you could have disappeared without disappearing from all our lives,” Eve said, surprising herself with her own bitterness. Finding her sister alive, Eve thought she would have been bowled over with relief and joy. As she sat across the young woman – so familiar yet entirely alien – she could not help feeling resentment toward her sister, even anger. She took a deep breath, controlling her emotions with an effort. 

Lily didn’t say anything right away, but her mouth drew in a tight pucker and her eyes seemed to deepen.

“We all scattered, in our own way,” Eve went on. “Mom moved out of Virginia to Kentucky, Tyler moved to Oregon, Melody went to college in Texas, and I joined the Marines and shipped out to Afghanistan. Nobody would have blamed you for needing to separate your life from what it was when we all lived with that monster, but you didn’t have to die to do it.” 

There was another long silence. Lily leaned forward, reaching for the teapot. She poured, first for Eve and then for herself, and set the teapot back on the table. Eve stared at her sister across the steam that whipped off the top of the teacups, waiting for a response. 

There was a cold, impassiveness about her sister that Eve hadn’t expected. It tainted the reunion with an ominous forbearance of trouble that made her skin prickle with goose flesh despite the warm sun. There was a new scent in the air, a sharp undertone that triggered a deep sense of wariness.  

“I never meant to fake my death,” Lily said at last, “I only meant to disappear. The rest of it kind of snowballed, and suddenly it just seemed like being dead was the best option in front of me. It was the easiest ticket out of my old life, anyway. I didn’t want to risk blowing up Howard’s trial, and I didn’t want all the attention. I changed my name when I hit California, and I’ve changed it a few times since then.” She laughed softly, the same throaty chuckle that had identified her to Eve before. “If you had any idea just how many people I am…” 

“Didn’t it bother you?” Eve demanded. “All the lies, the identity fraud you must have committed in order to –” she cut herself off sharply and took a deep, cleansing breath through her nose. “Everybody was positive you were dead except for me. Do you have any idea what that was like?” 

“I didn’t have a choice,” Lily replied with the same emotionless, steady gaze. 

It was selfish of you, Eve wanted to scream, but she controlled her emotions. Obviously Lily would have no idea what it was like to suffer that kind of uncertainty, but her own life would be filled with the uncertainty of an altogether different breed. No, there was something missing here, a critical piece of information that Lily was, either consciously or unconsciously, withholding. 

“Why now?” Eve asked, and for a moment she matched her sister’s cool impassivity. 

“Excuse me?” Lily stared, wide-eyed, back across the table. 

“Why now?” Eve repeated herself clearly. “If you weren’t goaded by your conscience, why re-enter our lives at all? Why did you call?” 

Lily, looking less and less like Miss Green by the minute, allowed her features to deepen as she reflected on Eve’s question. When at last she answered, her voice had become distant, as if it had carried all the way across the time and distance she was remembering. 

“When I first came to California, I left my old self behind. I’m sure, without mentioning any names,” Lily made significant eye contact, “that you know what I mean. I felt sure that the only way to survive was to escape, and the only escape was to die. What sounds like a perfect Catch-22 in actuality turned out to be an opportunity to reinvent myself. At first, I kind of floated from couch to couch, staying with whoever would have me. That kind of footloose and fancy-free life lead me, essentially, into bigger and parties. That’s when I met Nereus.” 

“Nereus?” Eve asked, her eyes lighting up as she recognized the peculiar name of the victim in her murder investigation. At last, it was time to get some answers.  

“Just Nereus,” Lily said with a look that acknowledged they were breaking their no real names rule. “Anyway, most of the time we called him Knobby.” 

“Knobby?” This time Eve’s question came from genuine puzzlement. Lily laughed. When not scrambled and distorted through a dozen cloaking filters, Lily’s laugh was a unique, scratchy, pleasant sound, like a fond old blanket that’s fraying around the edges. 

“An inside joke. He had funny shoulders and elbows that stuck out, especially when he stood with his hands on his hips. We started calling him Knobby. He didn’t mind, and it became a running joke. We all came up with variations – Knobert, Sir Knobington, Corn on the Knob. It was all in good fun, but it also made it easy to talk about him in front of strangers without anybody knowing.” 

“Who’s we?” Eve asked.

“I made friends in California,” she said, taking her teacup from the saucer and sipping the strong brew. “Very powerful friends that, in turn, made me very powerful enemies.”

“Clear as mud,” Eve replied sourly. “I thought you called me so you could give me an answer. So far, all you’ve given me is more questions.” 

“I’ve given you Nothing,” Lily said suddenly, almost defensively. “Those are questions you arrived with.”  

Eve folded her hands slowly, steepling her fingers in front of her lips, waiting for her sister to go on. Under her skin, Eve could feel the cold, slippery sensation that told her somebody was conning her, but she couldn’t see how. Was it even possible for her to be objective, sitting across from her long-lost sister? On the other hand, could she look past the red flags her trusty instincts were throwing up? 

“How did you get into a position to call someone as rich and powerful as…” Eve hesitated, “by a nickname?”  

“That’s the real reason I called, why I had to make sure it was you that was working this case when it came to the surface. I needed someone I could trust, somebody who would believe me because they know my born name.” 

Just because I know your name doesn’t mean I’ll believe you, Eve thought, but kept her lips tightly sealed. Lily was working up to something, she could feel it in the air. 

“I met Knobby at a party in the city. He was kind of shy, but he got up the nerve to tell me he had a thing for green eyes. He was cute and sweet, and that was before I knew he was a billionaire. Anyway, we ended up back at his place. We did Nothing but talk that first night…almost. Then, before I really knew what happened, we were married.”

“Married?” Eve was shocked. “You were married into one of the richest families in the country?” 

“That’s right,” Lily replied. “Legally speaking, you’re looking at Mrs. Nereus Oughthouse. It was a surprisingly quiet, tasteful ceremony.”

Eve kept her jaw from dropping with an effort. “I…” she stammered. Lily held up a finger, a slight smile curling her lips. 

“Knobby saw something in me from the very first party – I won’t say there was an element of seduction there, from both of us, but the connection was real. The love,” Lily faltered and looked away. “The love was real. We respected each other, despite the differences in our wealth and status. I think that’s part of the reason he wanted to marry me so fast – to show me that he thought the same of me whether I was rich or poor.” 

“It’s easy to love a rich person when they’re rich with your money,” Eve mused aloud. 

“But it was our money,” Lily replied steadily. “He made me an equal partner when he made me his wife.” 

It took Eve a moment to process what Lily said. When the nickel finally dropped, Eve let out an audible gasp. 

“Do you mean to tell me, now that Nereus has turned up dead, that you inherited the Oughthouse fortune?”

“Hsst!” Lily cut her sister off, shushing her through clenched teeth. Eve glanced around, but there didn’t seem to be anything suspicious. Beyond the hedge wall, the voices of distant pedestrians wafted indistinguishably on the breeze. A garbage truck rumbled heavily by.

Eve raised an eyebrow, implying that the question remained. Lily nodded. 

“Yes. Our partnership was pared down to me.”

Eve waited, holding back the surge of questions. Lily seemed to be lost down a winding lane of memories. Her husband was dead, and his body had recently floated to the surface of the bay. She’d had time to get used to the money. The waterlogged corpse was a recent blow. It was bound to call up all kinds of fears and emotions.

“They’ll say I killed him,” Lily said. The thought that Eve hadn’t dared even to think so fell so casually from her sister’s lips that the agent was blindsided. 

“Why?” Eve asked. “Did you?” 

“No,” Lily shook her head, biting her lips. “No, I loved him. Anybody that was there in the beginning would know—” She cut herself off shortly, looking away. Eve took a breath, then two, waiting for her sister to go on, to explain, to clue her in to this high and mighty answer that had baited her into coming in the first place. 

“What are you dancing around?” Eve asked. Lily looked over quickly, then turned away just as fast. 

“What do you mean?” 

“All the mystery, the fake names and secret phone, the group of people you’re clearly trying not to tell me about. Innocent people don’t usually go to these lengths to throw people off their tracks. I know I was a scared little girl the last time you saw me, but that was more than fifteen years ago. I’ve done a lot of growing up since then. If you’re going to wrap me up in your game of charades, you’re going to have to start giving me the real shape of the situation.” 

“That’s a funny choice of words,” Lily said. “Shape. The shape of the situation is a circle if you want to use that analogy. There was a circle, a tightly knit group of trusted friends – Knobby’s friends.” 

“Friends from before you were married?” Eve asked. 

“Right,” Lily said. “They were all sort of involved with his business in one way or another. I’m not sure if that’s how they became close or if he put them into those positions because he trusted them. Sort of a chicken before the egg question.” 

“His business,” Eve replied, lowering her voice although their privacy remained uninfringed. “You mean Greenway?” 

“That’s part of it,” Lily nodded adamantly. “Greenway was critical, a clean face he could show the public and IRS. But Knobby’s business was more complicated than that. His ambitions were more complicated than that.” 

“I don’t understand,” Eve said.

Instead of answering, Lily puckered her lips with malaise as she brought her out her clutch and opened the clasp. From the emerald shadows within she pulled out a crisp, white business card printed on thick, rich stock. Lily handed Eve the card, hesitating slightly as if waffling on the wisdom of her decision, then thrusting it hastily across the table before she could change her mind. It was too late now. She’d made her play when she called. 

Eve took the card, but her eyes lingered a second longer on her sister’s face. Lily’s cool façade seemed to be breaking down somewhat now that Eve had called her out on the fake names, and she looked far more like the punky delinquent teenager that she had been in Eve’s youth. 

At last, Eve looked down at the card in her hand. The side facing up was nearly blank, except for a small emblem in the exact center of the card. Eve held it closer to her face, studying the tiny symbol. It was a circle – or, rather, a set of concentric circles, the outermost of which was no larger than a dime. The outer circle, Eve noticed, was not quite complete, as if the original had been drawn in wet ink that had run dry just before the circle was connected. 

The inner circle, however, was perfectly connected and even all the way around. Radiant arms extended from the center circle to the outer circle, which made it look like an artistically minimalist interpretation of a spiderweb, with a perfect pinpoint of negative space in the center. 
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The symbol sent an unexplained chill down Eve’s spine. 

“Flip it over,” Lily instructed, speaking over her shoulder as she leaned down to adjust her shoe. Eve turned the card over to the look at the backside. There was no name, nor any kind of professional affiliation. 

It simply read: DRINK DEEPLY, IN CONFIDENCE – 555.040.1111

Weighing the card in her hand, Eve analyzed what she could about the identity it represented without the aid of a name. It was printed on rich, heavy stock, with dark, crisp black ink and the subtlest suggestion of raised texture. It wasn’t the typical stack-and-slice business card found in the pockets, wallets, and wastebins in finance offices all around America. This card was a statement unto itself, an imposition of status over the recipient. Even the nameless contact suggested power, influence, and connection. 

“What is this?” Eve asked at last. 

“It’s a golden ticket, if you’re a start-up entrepreneur or an aspiring artist looking for investors.” Lily said, “To me, it’s a black hand.”

“I don’t understand,” Eve said.

“It’s the phone number of an investment firm, although you’d never find those two words next to each other on any of their legal documents. I’m not sure what the official name is of the organization, like on the articles of incorporation or anything, but to the layman it’s simply called the Circle. They choose their investments carefully, of course; a real they’ll-call-you sort of thing. It’s a big deal in the start-up world and the art scene to get one of these cards. There’s a lot of mystery and cult-y ritual stuff that goes along with it. The Circle,” she scoffed, all but spitting on the floor as she said the name. “It’s more like a circle-jerk if you ask me.”

“Okay, but I still don’t understand how it’s a threat,” Eve said, looking up at her sister with confusion furrowing her eyebrows. “When you left home, weren’t you an aspiring–” 

There was something in the air, only the slightest shift of pressure and scent, only the faintest suggestion of a click, but Eve caught it. Her eyes shot open and her body tensed for reaction before her mind could even process what had been triggered. 

“Hit the deck!” Eve cried, starting to throw herself sidelong from the chair. 

The bomb in the teapot denotated with a thunderclap – flash! – breaking porcelain – a shard cut Eve across the forehead and the world exploded into a kaleidoscope of chaotic shapes and colors as she was thrown from her chair. 

The world went black before she hit the ground.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Private! Private Hope! On your feet, Marine! Ah, Jesus H. Fuck – Corpsman!

In Eve’s unconscious mind, she heard the rattling fire of automatic rifles, heard the grind and crack of tank treads over busted concrete, the grunts and cries of battle, and the screaming of innocents. She had the taste of dust in her mouth, the smell of gunpowder singeing her nostrils, and she knew again the lethal whistle of a hot round and the wide, flat-sounding smack as it struck home. The sounds swirled together into a unified, cacophonous nightmare. 

She was being moved – where? Where was she? Who was moving her? There was a blinding light being shone in her eye, and somebody with blue rubber fingers was holding her eyelid open wide. The owner of the hand was speaking – Eve thought it was a male voice, but through the haze she couldn’t sure. Was he speaking to her? Was he calling out to someone else? Was there somebody treating the other wounded? Was there somebody looking for her sister? 

Eve’s head felt as though it were being turned inside out as she struggled to make sense of who, where, and why she was. She remembered the explosion – the hairline fractures in the teapot spreading out through the porcelain in her slow motion memory. 

The bomb had failed to take her out, but what about her sister? Eve’s mind scrambled and she yanked her head around in a half-conscious effort to search. The paramedic by her side looked down with concern. 

“Take it easy,” he said. “We’ll have you to the hospital soon. You’re going to be alright.” 

“Where…” Eve started, but the words came whanging back, reverberating through her skull with sickening pain. She laid back and shut her eyes. She couldn’t ask the paramedic about her sister, that much she still knew. The meeting had to be kept a secret, bomb, or no bomb, at least until Eve knew where everyone stood. 

The phone.

If she was going to contact her sister again, she was going to need to keep that burner cell on her. The second rule had been to keep the phone secret and safe, right? 

With a herculean effort, Eve raised one of her eyelids and managed to glance at the paramedic. She got the vague impression of a broad-shouldered, clean-cut man in the navy blue uniform of the ambulance company. He looked down at her with competent concern on his clean-cut face. 

“Phone?” Eve gurgled. “Where’s my-”

“Take it easy,” the paramedic said again, giving Eve a smile but moving around the back of the ambulance with urgent efficiency. “Don’t worry about that now. We’re going to give you something to make you feel better. You just lay back and rest.” 

“What?” Eve was struggling to comprehend the man’s words. She knew he was speaking English, but the sounds were getting scrambled in her brain. She shook her head, as if trying to clear water from her ear canals, which did her headache no favors. “No, don’t give me anything,” Eve tried to say, “I don’t need any meds – Just give me the phone.” 

“You’re in shock,” the paramedic said, leaning over Eve with a condescending expression. “If you’ll just relax, I’m sure –”

Eve shot her hand out with sudden strength that surprised even her, seizing the paramedic by the collar. She pulled him down so that the young man’s face was inches from her own. 

“Listen, Scrubs, I know you’re just doing your job, so I won’t bite your head off. I need my phone, so you’re going to give it to me. Once its safely in my hand, I’ll let you go about your job. Until then, I’m going to be a very difficult patient.”

The young paramedic glanced up towards the driver, who seemed to be totally unaware of the situation going down in the back of his ambulance. They were cutting and swerving through traffic code-two, lights but no sirens. 

“Alright, alright,” the paramedic buckled under the intensity of Eve’s stare, “You can hold on to your phone, but then you have to promise you’ll lay back and relax until we’re at the hospital. No calls just yet, alright?” 

The paramedic handed the phone from the small pile of Eve’s belongings – which did not include her FBI badge but did include her driver’s license, bag, and personal effects. Her mind flashed suddenly to the business card, the critical clue that Lily had been so hesitant to give up. Had it survived the explosion? Or motivated it? 

Lily had implied that there was a shroud of exclusivity and secrecy that surrounded her business dealings, hers and Nereus’s, before he disappeared. Somehow, this all tied together. Eve just couldn’t see how yet. 

The paramedic injected something into Eve’s shoulder, which she accepted peacefully, as she’d promised, clutching the phone tightly. The ambulance thumped over a pothole, jostling Eve’s brain back into chaos. Where there were bombs, there was war. War meant gunfire, death, fire, explosions that rocked the undercarriage of her vehicle. 

War is hell, and Eve floated in the torturous purgatory of her unconscious memory for the rest of the trip. 

A regular ping, like far-off sonar through the auditory blur of helicopter chop and fragmentation grenades, guided Eve steadily towards consciousness. Gradually, the baying dogs of war melted away into the gentle, antiseptic stillness of hospital white noise. The sonar-ping of the EKG monitor continued steadily, although somewhat muffled, and her ears whined at a high, tinnitus frequency.  

Still shielded in the dark, protective womb behind her eyelids, Eve tried to piece together what had happened from her fragmented and reeling memory. She recalled the scene in her mind – the business card in her hand, the teapot on the table, the honeysuckle on the trellis behind…

Lily!

Eve’s eyes snapped open like camera shutters. The harsh white brilliance of the overhead lights made her head swim sickeningly. What happened to her sister? She opened her eyes again, fighting off the waves of nausea, and looked manically around the curtained half-room.

She could feel the phone under the small of her back. Somehow, then, she’d made the transition from the ambulance to the ER without losing the phone. Even in her drugged and shocked state, she’d had the sense to keep it out of sight. 

It might be her only lifeline, her only chance to solve the case she’d been handed. 

It could be her only means of reaching her sister again. 

“Lily,” she murmured groggily, and swung her head with an effort the other way on the pillow. 

There was a figure sitting in one of the three chairs at the far end of her hospital room. A surge of panic jolted through her nervous system and she blinked hard, struggling to bring her vision into focus. 

She did so, with a herculean effort, and was rewarded with a fresh surprise. Anthony Melborn, Eve’s ex-partner, sat in a dark suit with no tie, one leg crossed so lazily over the other it looked as if he were melting at the shin.

“Melborn?” Eve groaned, her tongue still thick and her head still struggling to comprehend reality. 

“In the flesh,” he said with the leer that he passed for a grin. Special Agent Anthony Melborn was a droopy, ageless man with a humorless face and receding hairline. His utterly milquetoast appearance allowed him to blend in with any crowd and even certain shades of wall paint, but he was lithe and deadly as a cat in combat. His unobtrusive gray suit accented the watery gray of his wide, suspiciously observant eyes, “Who’s Lily?” 

Eve acted as if she had not heard the question – but she did, and it made her blood run cold. She hadn’t expected to be grilled about the details of her meeting, and certainly not so soon. Her mind was still reeling from the explosion. 

“What are you doing here?” Eve asked. 

“I could ask you the same thing,” Melborn replied. Her ex-partner, Eve recalled through the concussed daze, had been relocated a year prior from Virginia to Nevada to join the FBI’s main Organized Crime division. Neither of them were stationed in California. 

They stared at each other coolly. Eve drew the hem of her hospital blanket a few inches higher, subconsciously defensive. 

“I’m in California on assignment,” Melborn said, losing the staring contest. “The Organized Crime unit has me sniffing around the Bay Area for hints of someone called Bunni, but her real name is Anita Cazador. Not exactly a hot case, let me tell you; I might as well be looking for Jimmy Hoffa. So, when Pliny called me up and told me you were in the hospital, I dropped everything and got over here.” 

“The explosion…” Eve said, desperate to angle to the conversation away from what she was doing in California without looking overtly suspicious. “Do you know about it?” 

“Only that it happened. Actually, I was late to the party. Pliny didn’t call me until this morning.”

“Christ,” Eve shut her eyes tight as her head suddenly swam again, “How long have I been unconscious?” 

“You went up yesterday,” said Melborn tactlessly, blowing off the words like sunflower seed shells, “Don’t worry – I’m just a place holder. Your real partner is on his way from Virginia. Actually, Hobbes should be here anytime.” 

Eve cocked her head slightly. Was that a slight twinge of jealousy she heard in Melborn’s voice? She dismissed the thought as more serious ruminations rushed in. Melborn, as she knew from prior experience, was not only a nosy snoop but a tremendous tattletale. Any hint she gave as to the real reason for her presence in California she might as well say directly to the Deputy Director. 

“Has there been any progress made finding out what happened at the Tea Garden?” she asked, “Do we have any lead on the bomber?” 

“Bomber?” Melborn looked confused, even from a distance. 

“Well, yeah,” Eve’s confusion matched his, “The person that wired or detonated the bomb, however it was done – hasn’t anybody been trying to catch them?” 

“Eve, I don’t know what to tell you,” Melborn said after an awkward moment, “The incident report says there was a gas explosion in a faulty line running underneath your table. Nobody’s looking for a bomber because, well, there was no bomb.” 

“What?” Eve was outraged, “No, listen – the teapot exploded. I know it, okay? I have a cut on my forehead to prove it.” 

“Being injured in an explosion doesn’t prove it was intentional,” said Melborn, unsympathetically logical as Eve struggled to comprehend what he was telling her. 

“Melborn,” Eve said desperately, “I need you to believe me. Whatever the incident report says: that explosion was no accident.” 

“What makes you say that?” Melborn asked, raising an eyebrow, and leaning forward. Eve knew that look. She’d spent too many years watching Melborn interrogate suspects not to know it. She was being picked apart, albeit silently. Anything she told him would be scrutinized and run up the flagpole. 

“The teapot…” Eve started to explain, but before she got any further, the door of the hospital room opened and Special Agent Lucas Hobbes, her current partner, stepped inside. Hobbes was a tall, lanky, beanpole of a young man with dark, neatly trimmed hair and a slightly goofy smile, which he now flashed as he saw that Eve awake. 

“Hey there, Hope,” he said, “I thought you were on vacation. Can’t you stay out of trouble for five minutes?” 

“Oh, you know me,” Eve said with a charmingly sheepish smile she hoped would keep her free from suspicion, “Trouble finds me no matter where I hide.” 

“Right,” Hobbes laughed good naturedly, but he stepped to the bedside with a look of concern painted across his tender features. “Christ, you could have died though, Hope. You’re pretty lucky.”

“Lucky, hell,” Melborn said, getting to his feet and affecting a vulturous slouch against the wall near the head of Eve’s bed. “Nobody knows where you are and then you happen to turn up at the center of an unexplained gas explosion? That sounds pretty un-lucky if you ask me.” 

“Thanks, Melborn,” Eve said, “you always had such a way.” 

“I was talking to the doctor before I came in,” Hobbes went on, shooting Melborn a huffy glance, “He said that your internal injuries were relatively minor, and you should be on your feet again in a day or so.” 

“Well, that’s good news” Eve said, grunting as she pushed herself into a more upright sitting position, “for whoever tried to blow me up. Every minute I spend here in this hospital bed is another minute on his getaway.” 

Hobbes’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion. 

“Eve, what are you –” Hobbes started to ask, but he suddenly bit his tongue and looked back uncertainly at Melborn, who gave him a mysterious nod. Eve squinted at the men, but she didn’t want to risk rousing their suspicions any further by airing her own. 

“What were you doing in California, anyway?” Hobbes asked, “Come back for the scenery?” 

Eve smiled at her young partner. Their last case – from which she’d been “recovering” while she snuck off to keep her secret engagement – had been centered around the Yosemite Valley in the Golden State. They’d been on the same jet back to Virginia, so she couldn’t make up a lie about staying back. Eve smiled and tried to look coy, but inside her heart was pounding. Pliny had made a point of not bringing Hobbes in on this case. He was loyal and trustworthy, she thought, but he was still too green. 

And then, of course, there was the matter of her secret contact. What good was it for Lily to return after all these years, after going to such lengths to conceal the meeting, if Eve was going to out her to the world the moment things got complicated? 

Then again, what else could she tell them?

The EKG beeped faster. Eve hoped they wouldn’t notice, but everyone in the room was as highly trained as she was. She coughed and leaned down into the hospital bed, subtly emphasizing her infirmity as the eyes of both men bore down on her. 

“I still had a week leave before reporting back to Quantico,” Eve said slowly, trying to steady herself, “So I decided to take a…personal trip.”

Hobbes and Melborn looked at each other, then shifted their gaze with equal expectation to Eve’s face. 

“I met somebody while we were here,” Eve said, shifting her eyes away, “I decided to use my sick leave for a little rendezvous. I was waiting for him when the explosion occurred.” 

“Rendezvous? With somebody you met on the case?” Hobbes asked. Melborn said Nothing, but folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. Eve knew that it was out of character for her to fly across the country to meet a man. It was out of character for her to meet a man anywhere, for that matter. Romance had not been a large part of her life since joining the FBI. She hoped that this knowledge would prevent her partner and ex-partner from prying further into this otherwise unknown facet of her character. 

“Eve, you can trust us,” Melborn said, advancing a step towards the head of Eve’s bed and peering at her with an expression of genuine concern on his typically listless and cynical face. “Just tell us what’s going on.” 

“He’s…married,” Eve said, her mind working fast to construct a reasonable backing to her lie, “So I would appreciate some discretion from both of you.” 

Hobbes’s eyebrows shot up, clearly surprised by Eve’s confession. The EKG machine continued to sound off revealingly, but Eve locked her jaw and stood by her story. She needed to orient herself to the sudden influx of new information before she could decide who to trust. 

She wished she could have a minute alone to collect herself, get her story straight, think up an alibi. Instead, she had woken up and found herself immediately in the hotseat of an interrogation. 

As if responding to her mental cue, the door of the hospital room opened yet again and a nurse in blue scrubs bustled competently into the room. Her face was covered by a light blue disposable mask, and her dark hair was tied back in a severe bun. 

“How are we feeling, Miss Hope?” she asked, placing herself intentionally between the bedridden Eve and her descending interrogators. 

“I’ve got a little bit of a headache,” Eve said, laying back on the pillow, grateful for even the brief reprieve, “A little nausea when I move or look around too fast.” 

“The concussion was the most serious of your injuries,” the nurse replied, “I’m going to run a few more tests, but the doctor says you’re pretty much out of the woods.” She turned with sudden, librarian-like severity on the suited agents. “She needs to rest, and visiting hours are nearly over. Agitation and excitement will only prolong her recovery process.”

Hobbes started to protest, and Melborn gave her the sideways leer, all of which was swept away by the nurse’s flurrying approach. “Go on, now, you puppy-guarders. Go read a magazine in the waiting room. Your sweetheart will be just fine.” 

She hurried them out of the room as if shooing rats. Eve scrambled to move the phone from under her back, stowing it inside her pillowcase. She was all innocent by the time the nurse came back. 

“Alright,” the nurse said, “Now that we’ve got some room to breathe, let’s get you some medicine.

Eve played it cool, trying not to show the fear and suspicion that clouded her mind as the nurse cleaned a place on her shoulder and prepared a needle. Whatever was happening, she was in the thick of it now. She couldn’t risk exposing her only advantage – the phone still stowed in her pillowcase – by acting too cagey. There was too much at risk now, too much left unsolved. She would have to bide her time and stay alert if she wanted to stay alive. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

Miss X administered the serum into the FBI agent’s arm with cool, practiced professionalism. Giving a patient an IV was as easy as shooting up a rockstar, or a billionaire, with narcotics. Blood was blood, no matter who it ran through. Behind the mask, her lips were pressed tight with visceral satisfaction. 

The blue paper surgical mask over Miss X’s face was only the surface-most layer of her total disguise. The name tag that hung from her “borrowed” scrubs read “Celia Gable.” It wasn’t just an alias; Celia Gable had a birth certificate, a hometown, a Bachelor of Science, a driver’s license – all totally findable and utterly fraudulent just in case she roused any suspicion in her nurse’s costume. 

The agent murmured something groggily as she withdrew the needle from her arm, and Miss X knew that she had not been recognized. The agent would have sounded the alarm, or tried to. Anyway, she never would have submitted to the physical examination if she’d suspected the nurse’s true identity. 

The search of Special Agent Eve Hope’s body, which had been the real purpose of the physical, had been in vain. That was no matter, Miss X thought, reaching for the agent’s chart, and humming the refrain of Johnny Cash’s Ring of Fire under her breath. This was only the initial phase of her plan. She would not let her desire cloud her focus. 

The agent jerked and thrashed at sporadic intervals as the drug entered her system. She would remain unconscious for a while, plenty of time for Miss X to do what she needed and make a smooth getaway. She allowed a moment to study the agent’s face. 

It was so like the sister’s, Miss X thought, taking a step nearer to the agent’s cot. Eve was sweating now, her face contorting as she battled with unknowable evils in her mind. Miss X bristled subtly, like a spider feeling a breath of wind on a strand of her web. 

“Lily Hope,” Miss X sighed the name so softly over the unconscious agent that even she wasn’t positive it had been more than breath. “She gave it to you, and now I’m going to take it back.” 

The agent’s face twitched at the sound of her sister’s name, but she did not wake up. She did not move. Miss X tut-tutted behind her mask. She was a little disappointed. The great Eve Hope, scourge of serial killers everywhere, had been as easy prey as any of her others. It had been no problem baiting the trap. It turned out that neither Eve nor Lily Hope were as clever as their respective reputations had suggested. Both Hopes had walked into the same snare, operating under the assumption that they were the only ones smart enough to fool the other. 

Fools. 

For a moment, Miss X allowed herself to dwell on the projected sense of pleasure she would feel when she ended the FBI agent’s life. 

But not yet. 

And not here. 

Miss X still needed her. 

Miss X scowled. 

“Need” was the wrong word, she corrected herself brutally. Miss X needs nothing but Nothing. The FBI agent – who Miss X visualized as a fat, pink piglet with broken butterfly wings so as to better scoff at her – was not needed, but she was still useful. 

Keeping the agent alive after she’d already made contact with the thief was a strategy that Miss X had no choice but to assume. The memory stick was not on the agent’s person. Miss X had made her play under the logical assumption that Lily had risked the exposure in order to hand off the all-critical USB thumb drive, the last egg produced by Nereus’s golden goose before his unfortunate disappearance. 

Before he’d succumbed to Nothing.

So, if it wasn’t with the agent, either the thief didn’t trust the agent enough to hand over the hot memory stick, Miss X reasoned logically, or the bomb had disrupted the transfer. Her sanitation crew was already active, clearing away the evidence alongside the rubble of the explosion. By the time they were through, nobody would be able to tell whether the explosion originated above or below street level. 

They would also find out whether a memory stick had been thrown from the scene of the explosion along with everything else. 

Because of the sensitive value of the prize, Miss X had entrusted the cleanup job to her best crew. Now was no time for slips. Her long partnership with Tavitian Sanitation services had always proven useful, but now it really might save her skin. 

Not that Miss X would ever admit as much, even to herself. 

What about the other agents?

The troubling thought entered Miss X’s mind like a pesky fly wandering into the folds of a silky web. It stuck fast and buzzed loudly. 

Surely the agent hadn’t been foolish enough to hand over the precious memory stick to her partners. Federal agents tended to sour like bad milk once other agents entered the mix. They started doing things by the books and running information past the proper authorities. What did she know about them? How much of a risk were they? She expected two of the three agents she found when she infiltrated the hospital room: the gray man and Eve Hope– but the young thin man was a surprise. 

Miss X didn’t like surprises.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Hobbes and Melborn, made suddenly awkward by their powerlessness as they were expelled from Eve’s hospital room, stared at each other with equal befuddlement mirrored in their factory-minute expression. Neither was eager to break the silence. 

A moment passed. 

“I’m just going to say it,” Melborn said at last, breaking the unspoken staring contest and sagging into a moody slouch, “I don’t like the way that nurse pushed us out.” He jammed his hands adolescently into his pockets. “I don’t think visiting hours are really over. I see a lot of real un-medical looking people milling about this place.” Melborn’s eyes slid around as he surveyed the waiting room coolly without moving his head. A man in a sweater vest was a reading an old copy of Better Homes and Garden, oblivious.

 “What?” Hobbes stared at the man from Nevada as if he were speaking Greek. “You heard what the nurse said, Eve needs to test. The thing about visiting hours was probably just a figure of speech.” 

“Mmm.” Melborn made an unconvinced sound in the back of his throat, giving the slightest shake of his head. “I don’t know what it is, but something about that nurse rang a bell.” Melborn chewed his thumbnail, making a savage face. 

While Melborn continued to brood, leaning against the wall at the end of a row of chairs, Hobbes hurried off back in the direction of Eve’s hospital room. He was about to peek through the window in the door when it was pushed suddenly open in his face and he was nearly run over by the steam roller nurse. 

“Pardon,” she said quickly, moving around him and walking rapidly away down the hall in the opposite direction of the waiting room where Melborn still lurked. 

“Excuse me,” Hobbes called out, hurrying down the hall after her. “Excuse me, Nurse?”

The nurse halted abruptly, turning with a squeak on her rubber sole. Her name tag, Hobbes noticed automatically as she turned, said Celia Gable – RN; NNO. Pinned to the plastic nametag was a little green bauble, something that could have been a cartoonish spider with a costume emerald set in its thorax. 

“Yes?” Nurse Gable asked, in the tone of voice that a person has when they know exactly how much their time is worth in both dollars and lives. Hobbes checked himself in the face of her stern, green gaze, unconsciously taking a half-step back. 

“I was wondering if I could inquire about my partner’s condition – how long will she need to rest? When can we expect her back on her feet?” 

The nurse hesitated for a moment before answering. Behind the surgical mask, her expression was unreadable. 

“Well, she’s suffered acute trauma,” the nurse said. “The doctor will want to observe her recovery. Concussions can sometimes have latent symptoms.” 

“Observe her for how long?” Hobbes asked. “Hope’s a pretty tough nut – Marine Corps, you know. I’ve seen her bounce back from worse than a concussion before.” 

“I’m sure your partner has Nothing to worry about,” the nurse said, “When the doctor makes his way back to her, you can ask him more details about his plan. He gets final say on the observation and release.” 

“Other than observing the concussion, though, her vitals are doing alright?” 

“At the present moment, her vitals are normal and the internal bleeding has not...” the nurse started, but she was cut off by an alarm from down the hall. She turned quickly, her eyes landing on the light that flashed over one of the many identical doors. “Excuse me, my patient is coding.” 

Hobbes watched the nurse vanish into a growing stream of medical personnel rushing into the room. He turned slowly when she was gone and returned to the waiting room. To his surprise, Melborn was nowhere in sight. Sweater-vest had disappeared too, leaving the magazine splayed open with the centerfold face-down on the side table. Hobbes looked around, but before he had much time to be put off by the eerie silence, the ringtone of his work phone split the air. 

Hobbes pulled the phone out, glancing down at the caller identification. It was his boss, Deputy Director Pliny of the FBI. Hobbes swiped the little green phone icon to accept the call. 

“Special Agent Hobbes,” he answered, lowering his voice despite the empty waiting room. 

“Agent Hobbes,” Pliny’s familiar, gravelly voice came across the line. “How’s Agent Hope’s condition?” 

“Hard to say, sir,” Hobbes reported honestly. “We were only permitted to see her for a moment while she was regaining consciousness before we got booted from the room. She was a little loopy, but the nurse said that she hasn’t suffered any major injuries from the explosion. All vitals normal, and I think the nurse said there’s no more internal bleeding. The worst of it was the concussion from when she was thrown.” 

“Beautiful day,” Pliny said softly, with real relief in his voice, “Alright, well, as soon as Hope is all systems go, there’s work to be done.” 

“It’s not quite that simple, sir,” Hobbes replied, wandering aimlessly back down the hallway from which he’d just come as he spoke. “The nurse said that they won’t release Agent Hope until they’ve kept her for a short observation period. They want to monitor her for any latent concussion symptoms, but then she’ll be free to go, and we’ll be back on the first jet to Quantico.”

“Damn hospitals,” Pliny muttered, and heaved a short, double-edged sigh. “Okay – doctors know best. Listen, you strike that last about returning to Quantico. While Hope is getting back on her feet, I want you to stay close to Agent Melborn.” 

“Not…Agent Hope?” Hobbes was confused, but uncomfortable about confronting his boss. 

“No, she’ll need breathing room, and I’m sure she’ll be fine.”  

“Copy that, sir.”

“Good boy,” Pliny said to the young agent with a paternal tone. “There’s a case I want you to investigate while you’re there. Have you ever heard of a man called Harold Laity?” 

“Uh, no sir,” Hobbes replied after a moment of dutifully racking his memory, “should I have?” 

“No particular reason – in fact, I expected you not to. Laity is – or, rather, was – a top-shelf legal fixer for some of wealthiest family offices on the west coast. He was a real wild card of a lawyer: houses scattered from Maui to Geneva, used to party with Stevie Nicks and Henry Kissinger, never photographed with the same people twice, the whole nine. Based on how redacted his file is, he must have been a real soiree shark.” 

“What about him?” Hobbes asked. 

“Well, he turned up dead. He was an old guy with a fast-paced life behind him, so there’s no hard evidence of foul play, but still I smell something rotten. The news coverage of his passing was understandably vague. I know it’s outside your normal purview of serial homicide, but people like this are always of interest to the Bureau. Since you’re in California already, I’d like for you to sniff around and find the real details of Laity’s death. Once Hope is cleared, give me a call and we’ll take another look at the case assignments.” 

“Alright, sir,” Hobbes answered, cocking his eyebrow. There was something off in the Deputy Director’s voice, but he couldn’t quite place it. Anyway, Hobbes wasn’t about to call him on it. “I’ll keep you posted,” he said. 

“Very good,” Pliny said, “That’s all for now. Best of luck, Agent Hobbes, and send my well-wishes to Hope as she recovers.” 

The Deputy Director hung up. Hobbes gazed down the hallway a moment, still holding the silent phone to his ear, lost in thought. On one hand, the fact that Pliny was redirecting him to this other Laity investigation rather than probing further into the explosion that landed Hope in the hospital was encouraging. It meant that the Deputy Director did not think the real risk of an assassin making a successful attempt on Eve’s life was very high. 

On the other hand, perhaps it was simply the cold, calculated callousness of the Federal Bureau of Investigation that was prioritizing a person of interest over the life of one of their agents. And what was that strange note in the Deputy Director’s voice? The red flag of suspicion, once it had been raised in his mind, was not easily lowered. 

The code-light over the door into which the nurse had disappeared was now lifelessly unlit. In the back of his mind, Hobbes hoped that meant the patient had survived, but he realized that he didn’t know. It wasn’t his business to find out. He turned away as the same medical personnel began funneling back out of the room, scattering away to their various jobs around the hospital.  

Hobbes turned slowly, his mind still plunged deep in his ruminations, and went back down the hallway towards the waiting room. He snuck a peek through the window of Eve’s room – or what he thought was Eve’s room – on the way back, but to his surprise the bed was empty. The curtain was drawn across the middle of the room. Perhaps she’d just been moved to the other side? Or had she been moved to a different location while he was distracted? 

Hobbes’s heart pounded suddenly in his chest. His mind raced with guilty panic. He could not simply lose his partner, especially after Pliny had just given him explicit instructions to remain close and keep an eye on her. If the FBI was too concerned about a dead millionaire lawyer to assign adequate security for their own, then he would have to step up himself. 

Hobbes tried the door and found that it was unlocked. He pushed inside and looked around. The bed on which his partner had been lying only a quarter of an hour before was now completely gone, as if it had been wheeled right out of the room while his back was turned. The curtain, which had been open to show an empty bed before, was now drawn. 

With his heart leaping in his throat, Hobbes took another step into the room, looking around with a baffled expression. 

“Hello?” A foreign voice with an accent that Hobbes didn’t quite recognize called out from the seemingly empty room. Before Hobbes could react, a hand seized the curtain and pulled it back. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Miss X, still wearing the stolen blue scrubs, only disposed of the surgical mask when she was well away from the hospital entrance. It fluttered to the ground, carried off by the wind to become indiscernible from the millions of pieces of litter drifting around the country.  As she fixed the motorcycle helmet on her head, she lowered the tinted visor, crossed the parking lot, and hopped lightly astride her dark forest green Ducati. She kicked the starter, twisting the throttle, and felt the machine roar to life beneath her. 

In the privacy behind her visor, Miss X smiled. She loved the feeling of the bike beneath her, the way she and machine moved in harmony. She revved the engine, bringing the bike up to speed around the corner and leaning easily under the arm of the parking lot’s tollbooth. The Ducati ripped the air to shreds as she tore away. 

The sky was gray, cloudy, and heavy-laden with fog over the cityscape horizon line. Traffic was thick, but Miss X weaved through the misty streets with rocket-powered ease. As she threaded the gridlock, she reflected on what she’d gained from the action she’d just taken, and what it meant for the next step in her path.  She would not allow herself to admit anything, even failure to find the USB that she so acutely desired, as defeat. 

She scowled, a steely grimace that would have withered any driver within eyeshot had her visor been lifted, and banked hard, running a red light. Miss X shot through the intersection to an outraged fanfare of auto horns. 

The young, dewy-eyed agent may prove to be a wild card. Miss X made it a point to never let herself be taken in by someone’s first impression. After all, it was that very mistake in others that allowed her to move with such ease and stealth in so many environments. She would need a total rundown of the newcomer – birth certificate, education, expertise, assignment, everything down to his deepest personal dreams and fears. 

Especially his dreams and fears, she thought with a Machiavellian smirk. She’d poked around through casual conversation with Eve to learn that his name was Lucas Hobbes and that he, like the others, was a federal agent, but that’s where it stopped. She’d left it that way on purpose, strategically withholding her probe so that she wouldn’t raise Hope’s suspicion. It was a risky business, doing her recon work in person, moving incognito instead of delegating her missions out to spies and mercenaries, but risk management had always been Miss X’s specialty. 

“Nothing’s better than doing it yourself,” she murmured out loud, and steered the bike down the shadowy mouth of a subterranean parking garage. She parked the Ducati in the darkest corner, killed the engine and dismounted. She strode rapidly for the stairs, still wearing the helmet. 

Back on street level, Miss X walked a block and a half to the skyscraper that housed one of the many offices serving one of her many jobs. She took off her helmet, smiling with tight lipped politeness to this and that colleague and acquaintance as she crossed the lively lobby. Seeing the line, she decided to forgo the ground floor espresso bar and made straight for the elevators. 

Miss X rode impatiently up to the unlucky thirteenth floor – they could number it whatever they liked, she knew what came after twelve – and stepped out into the empty hallway. 

This particular office, one of many occupied by Miss X’s various identities, dominated the southeast corner of the building. The early riser was encouraged and rewarded by a sunrise view through a floor-to-ceiling window nearly identical to the one in the dead attorney’s office. 

Poor Mr. Laity, she thought in a mentally sarcastic sing-song voice. Poor, confused, dead Mr. Laity. 

The attorney’s passing made the news, but only as a minor headline, which was exactly what Miss X wanted. Nobody reads the newspaper except the harmlessly elderly. The court of public opinion is informed chiefly by eight-word headlines spread wide across the doom-scrolling internet.  

The online news coverage, according to Miss X’s subtle but firm manipulations of the algorithmic media/content consumption stream, buried the “murder” angle deep in the story. The timely passing of an old attorney didn’t promise to generate much click traffic, and a case receiving no press was easier to squash into oblivion. A few editors squawked about freedom of the press, but nobody complained long or loud when it was Miss X’s hand moving behind the curtain. 

And it always was Miss X’s hand. 

Nothing, Nothing; just smile and go about your business. 

The sun was up, and the city outside Miss X’s window bustled, with everyone submerged in their own isolated world of high-speed live wireless connectivity. Through the frame of the office window, the city and all its moving inhabitants looked like the mechanisms of some great machine. It was simultaneously organic and manmade, beautiful in its unwitting complexity, like a clock that built itself. 

Well, perhaps “beautiful” is the wrong word, Miss X amended her sentiment as she picked up one of the four landlines connected to an unseen plug beneath her desk. She found personal euphoria in its usefulness, and that was the closest Miss X came to finding beauty in anything. 

Nothing is beautiful, she thought often. She thought it again now, eyeing her own faint reflection in the large glass pane as she dialed a phone number from memory. She waited, her foot beginning the slow tap of impatience as the line rang. 

“Draker Private Investigations.” At last a voice came on the other end. “How can I direct your call?” The man spoke like someone with potato chip dust on his fingers. Miss X frowned.

“Gretchen Masten, please,” she said. The secretary made an affirmative, albeit guttural, sound and Miss X was relieved to hear him replaced by the familiar recording of Vivre Pour Vivre that had served as the private detective’s holding music for decades. Miss X cradled the phone against her ear with her shoulder and walked across the office to make herself a cup of coffee. 

While it brewed, the private detective came on the line. 

“Mrs. Roark,” Masten said, greeting Miss X by the name that corresponded to the phone and office she’d called from, “good morning to you.”

“You’ve got a new man on the front desk,” Miss X commented in her usual, toneless style. 

“Dean,” Masten said noncommittally. “You like him?” 

“He sounds like he spends fifteen minutes an hour reading Superman.” 

“Think I should give him the ax?” Masten asked seriously, lowering her voice. 

“No, you could probably just fire him,” Miss X replied, and Masten laughed lightly. Everybody always took Miss X’s advice seriously, especially on matters like staffing your inner circle.

“I assume you didn’t call to weed out my payroll,” Masten said, “although I thank you for it. What can I do for you, Mrs. Roark?” 

“You know the drill.” Miss X coughed subtly but intentionally, as if underscoring what came next. “My sister is dating a new guy.”

“Again?”

“That’s right, a second guy.”

“The saucy little slut,” Masten said with another friendly laugh. There was the click of the lighter, and Miss X knew that Masten would be lighting up a Marlboro cigarette. Masten didn’t know that Miss X knew. She didn’t know Miss X’s real name or face, either.  

“I’m a little worried,” Miss X went on. “My sister won’t tell me much of anything about him, so I’d like to find out what I can, just enough to know that my little sister is safe and taken care of.” 

“It won’t come cheap,” said Masten. “Thousand a day, and expenses.”

“When it’s my sister’s safety and well-being in question, money is Nothing,” said Miss X breezily. The cost of information was high, always rising in relation to the scope and complexity of the designs it informed. Miss X moved with lethal grace through both money and information, a sleepless shark deep in the waters of her own element. 

“Man,” said Masten, blowing smoke away from the phone but making a noise anyway, “I wish I had somebody looking out for me the way you look out for your sister. What’s her new sap’s name?” 

“Hobbes,” said Miss X, “Lucas Hobbes. He claims to be an FBI agent, but I’d like to make sure. You know how men tell silly little lies when they think they’re talking to silly little girls. I want to know his real name and motivations – why is he here and what does he want with my sister?” 

“Anything else you want to know about him?” the private detective was used to the charade. Even as she spoke, Miss X knew that Masten’s fingers were busy at the keyboard of her multi-monitor control center, sending out virtual probes in a dozen different directions. 

“Thank you,” said Miss X. “Nothing more for now.” 

She hung up the phone and sipped her coffee. Through the window, she could almost see the invisible lines of her web extending away from the office, connecting various parts of the city to her will. As Celia Gable, traveling nurse with the Nomadic Nursing Organization (a fictitious humanitarian group which only existed on paper and of which Miss X as Celia Gable was the sole real member), she’d infiltrated the hospital where the FBI agent was recuperating. The purpose of the ruse had not only been to gather intel on the movements of the federal agents, although it had been a luscious cherry on top of her real ambition. 

The real purpose of assuming the identity had been subtle: a simple note on the FBI agent’s chart and a perfectly forged signature. That part of the plan had gone perfectly, without a hitch, and now she was free to observe how her actions rippled from the safe distance of anonymity and plausible deniability. Nearly all her pieces were in place. What she needed most now was time. 

She’d bought herself seventy-two hours with her little play at the hospital. That was a start, as long as her mechanism didn’t go haywire. There was still the other Hope to contend with, the more elusive of the sisters and her nemesis from the start. She stole from me, Miss X thought, almost writhing with the pleasure of loathing someone so much, the cocksure little bitch. 

For a brief moment, Miss X shut her eyes and allowed herself to be overtaken by the visualization of her goal. She could see the memory stick with perfect clarity in her mind’s eye. It was Nothing much to look at – a USB thumb drive that retracted into a black plastic case. It was unmarked, hanging from a stainless-steel link chain. Within the silicon and precious metals of that memory stick lay everything – everything – that she and Nereus had worked for. All the lies, all the pain, all the death – it all added up to that that little concentration of hard and software. She knew the USB stick so well she could almost feel it in her hand now. 

It would be hers. 

Soon, it would be hers. 

For the next seventy-two hours, the thief would be without the protection of her older sister. That meant each hour would be critical if Miss X was to reach her personal end. 

The hunt was on. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Hello?” Hobbes replied, his hand jerking instinctively towards the Glock-19 holstered under his armpit. Before he made a grab, however, the curtain separating the halves of the hospital room was pulled back and the agent found himself looking at a somewhat ruffled janitor. 

Hobbes, easing his hand casually away from his jacket, smiled at the short, swarthy man. The janitor blinked at the agent, then nodded his head with practiced humility. 

“I beg your pardon,” the janitor said. “The room is not quite clean yet.” 

“Sorry,” Hobbes countered the apology with his own, shaking his head as if to clear it, “I must be a little confused – wasn’t there a patient in this bed a minute ago?” 

“Uh…” the janitor wavered, then continued apologetically, “I’m sorry, sir, I’m not sure. I only got the orders to clean the room. You’d have to ask the doctor or one of the nurses.”

“Okay – but when did you get those orders?” Hobbes asked, trying to remain friendly in his tone while he kept the janitor on the hook. 

“When?” the man rubbed the back of his head, as if he didn’t understand the relevance of Hobbes’s question. 

“Five minutes ago?” Hobbes prompted, “Ten?” 

“I don’t know…maybe ten minutes ago? I was cleaning another room. I finished up there and came straight over here. The room was empty when I came in, sir.” 

Where was that accent from? Hobbes couldn’t place it. It didn’t sound quite Middle Eastern, nor Slavic. Turkish, perhaps? Wherever its origins lay, the heaviness of the accent suggested English was not the man’s first language. 

Before he could ask anything more, however, the door opened and a white-haired man in a white medical coat stepped into the room. There was a faint smile that looked as if it lived in the corners of his lips. His eyes, watery blue, were nearly lost in the deep beds of wrinkled skin. He appraised the agent with cool indifference, his gaze neither neglecting nor fixating on the weapon under Hobbes’s arm. 

“Is everything alright in here?” the doctor asked, glancing briefly at the agent to the janitor, then back to the agent. 

“Yes,” Hobbes answered, “Except I think I’m a little turned around. Do you where my partner is?” 

“Who?” the doctor squinted at him. Hobbes glanced at the name card hanging from his lapel. Matthew Salley, M.D., PhD, PsyD. He wore a fraternal ring on his left pinky finger and peculiar tie pin that looked something like a spider web. An unexplainable chill passed over Hobbes and suddenly he became acutely aware that he couldn’t face the janitor and the doctor at the same time. He fought the urge to look over his shoulder. 

“My partner,” Hobbes repeated, “Special Agent Eve Hope. She was in this room a minute ago.” 

The doctor raised his eyebrows, then looked around as if to ensure they were observing the same physical space. “I’m sorry, young man,” he said. “You must have the wrong room.” 

Hobbes opened his mouth to counter that he was sure that they’d been in that room, when he realized he wasn’t sure. He looked around, suddenly disoriented. It looked like the same room, but what did that mean? The doctor gave him a reassuring smile as if to say Don’t worry, it happens to the best of us. 

Hobbes glanced back at the janitor, who was watching this interaction with a strangely menacing expression on his face, as if to say I told you this was the wrong room, now beat it. 

“Alright,” Hobbes said, “thanks anyway.” He turned and walked back to the hospital waiting room, feeling as if the atmosphere had turned to helium while his back was turned. The janitor and Dr. Salley watched him go. Back in the hallway, Hobbes found his way through the floating confusion to the nurses’ station. He put his hands on the countertop, and was greeted by the no-nonsense eyes of a different nurse. 

“Can I help you?” she asked, her words slightly muffled by the uniform surgical mask worn by all the doctors and nurses alike.  

“Yeah, please,” Hobbes said, rubbing his face as if trying to clear a cobweb that refused to yield, “I’m looking for my partner, Eve Hope. I thought she was in that room just a minute ago, but when I poked my head in, the room was empty and a janitor was halfway through cleaning it.” 

“Hmm,” the charge nurse gave Hobbes an appraising look, “What was your partner’s name again?” 

“Eve Hope,” Hobbes said. 

“And you are?” 

“I’m Lucas – that is, Special Agent Lucas Hobbes,” he answered, leaning in, and lowering his voice, “I don’t know if this makes a difference to you, but she’s a Special Agent with the Serial Homicide division of the FBI.” With a subtle slide of his hand, Hobbes handed the nurse his own badge across the countertop, “For that matter, so am I. I’d really like to know where she’s recuperating so I can make sure she’s safe and taken care of.” 

“Are you her legal guardian?” 

“What?” Hobbes shook his head, slightly balked. “No, I’m her partner.” 

“Her husband?” the nurse looked vaguely unimpressed. 

“No, just her partner – her work partner, so you can stop raising your eyebrows at me,” Hobbes repeated, losing his temper somewhat and reining it back in with an effort. The nurse smiled thinly, beginning to lose her patience. Hobbes went on anyway, “It is of the highest concern to me that I ensure my partner is safe and that her condition is getting better. There’s important work to be done.” 

“We have 24/7 security present in this hospital,” the nurse said with all the exhaustion of someone who has reassured a thousand anxious families. “I’m sure she’s perfectly safe.” 

“No disrespect to your security staff, but we at the FBI prefer to keep close eyes on our own. I promise to stay out of the way of the doctors and nurses, but if you could just tell me where she’s been transferred to, that would be very helpful.” 

The nurse gave Hobbes another lingering look, then said through a forcedly polite smile, “One moment, I’ll see what I can find out.” 

“Thanks very much,” said the agent, taking a half-step away from the nurse’s station. Her fingers rattled on the keyboard busily, but her eyes slid back to Hobbes as if watching his every move. He felt the prickle of paranoia pass over him like cold, sickly breath. 

Maybe Agent Melborn is right. There’s something strange about this place, as if everybody I meet has just been shown a picture of my face and told to watch out. 

His missing partner, the seemingly ignorant janitor, the masked and mystery-eyed nurses, and the never-wavering florescent white lighting on the sterilized hallways was all starting to get under Hobbes’s skin. Still, he couldn’t quite place his finger on it. 

Perhaps, he reasoned, it was Nothing more than the delayed emotional response of hearing the news that Eve had been in an explosion – the psychologically nagging guilt that he should have been there to save her, or at least suffer by her side. He felt oddly left out. 

The nurse looked over the countertop of her station, beckoning him back with intentional eye contact. Hobbes hurried over, leaning eagerly. 

“What’s the word?” he asked. 

“You’re right, Patient Hope has been moved out of the ER into the psych unit.” 

Something about the way the nurse referred to Eve as “Patient” instead of “Agent,” or even “Ms.,” made the hair on the back of Hobbes’s neck stand on end. 

“Did I hear you correctly?” he asked, lowering his voice to a severe hush, and leaning even closer across the counter. The nurse backed her face away instinctively but did not yield her eye contact. “The psych ward?” 

“That’s right, sir,” the nurse replied coolly. 

“Sweet Mary – what for?” 

“Without checking her chart, I’d guess it’s for psychological treatment.” 

“Thanks,” Hobbes said dryly, “Any other charming witticisms before I go amend this obvious clerical error?” 

“Yeah,” the nurse started, glancing toward the enormous security guard that had materialized like a wraith out of nowhere and stood passively at her elbow, “Don’t let the door hit –” 

 

Hobbes stormed away before the nurse could finish her zinger, fuming like a runaway engine back into the now-familiar waiting room. Melborn had returned, looking slightly grayer than when Hobbes had seen him last. Hobbes must have been a shade paler himself because the agents looked at each other as if staring into a stunned mirror. 

“Harold Laity’s dead,” Melborn said. “I just got off with the Deputy Director of the Organized Crime division, and he said that Laity was found his office yesterday morning.” The agent’s eyebrows were bunched together hard in an uncharacteristically demonstrative scowl. He was thinking hard. His left eye twitched once, twice, and laid off. 

“I know,” Hobbes said, giving the other agent a sideways squint, “I just got a similar call from Pliny.” 

“Really?” Melborn looked surprised, “Why? Do they suspect a serial element in Laity’s murder?” 

“Who said it was murder?” Hobbes asked. 

“They’d never say it with a fish as big as Harold Laity,” Melborn replied, “but you’ll notice there’s zero on the actual cause of death. You’ve got to learn how to read what they’re not writing in the papers. It’s the only way to get any real information anymore without actually witnessing the event.” 

“I’m not sure I follow,” Hobbes said. “Pliny just said that he wanted us to sniff around the investigation when Hope’s back on her feet.” 

“That’s a no-go,” Melborn replied without changing his inflection. “Whoever got to Laity will have money, connections, and an army of lawyers of Laity’s caliber behind which to hide. We’ve got to strike now, especially if Pliny smells a serial killer in the wind. He’s got a nose for that, the old bloodhound. Kind of a morbid gift, but everybody’s got their calling. Anyway, he’s rarely wrong.” 

“Well, Pliny told me to stick with you, and I guess that means we both stick with Hope. We can’t just leave her here,” Hobbes insisted desperately. He took a step towards Melborn, lowering his voice. “I’m starting to feel that weirdness you mentioned earlier. There’s something funny going on in this hospital. Hope was moved to the psych ward almost as soon as we were out of the room. When I went back, it was as if she’d never been there.” 

“The psych ward, huh?” Melborn mused. Hobbes stared at him with shock and rage battling over his expression and ultimately leaving him paralyzed. 

“That’s all you have to say about it?” Hobbes finally managed to sputter indignantly. Melborn looked either as if he were repressing a smile or sucking a lemon slice. 

“Hope’s as sane as you and me, for whatever that’s worth,” Melborn said. “If they’re keeping her in an incubator for a few days while she gets the willies out of her system, I don’t see how there’s anything we can do about it. There’s no use in letting a high-level murder case go unsolved just because Hope’s doing time in the bird-coop.”

“Agent Melborn, that’s being a little harsh on my partner. You said it yourself – there’s something funny about the way that nurse pushed us out. Doesn’t it strike you as odd that they would move her into the psychiatric unit in order to watch for concussion symptoms? There’s something underhanded going on here.” 

“Yes,” Melborn admitted, his voice growing a shade dangerous, “but there’s something rotten going on out there, too, and when the orders come, I jump. I’d bust Eve out of here on my back if I thought I had a real chance of making it, but since I don’t, maybe the best thing we can do is our jobs. Let Eve show them she’s sane, and we’ll bring her up to speed when she’s free in a day or three. That workhorse will probably be grateful for the show of confidence.” 

Hobbes chewed on Melborn’s words for a moment, his face clearly showing his distaste for them. 

“Besides,” Melborn went on, reading the conflict on the rookie agent’s tender features, “this is a risk each of us signed up for. Think about what you’d want if you were in that bed. Would you want a couple of guys in monkey suits awkwardly doting over you?”

“No,” Hobbes said, “I suppose not.” 

“You’d want the rest of the force to keep up the fight in your absence, right?” Melborn went on, picking up steam. 

“I suppose…” Hobbes teetered on the fence, but then he shook his head. “It just doesn’t sit right. No man left behind, right?”  

“Wrong outfit,” Melborn said. “We’ve got our orders. I don’t know about you, but I’m going to follow mine.” 

The emotionless agent started to turn away, then hesitated. 

“If I were still her partner, I guess I’d probably do what you’re doing,” Melborn admitted. “She saved my ass more than once.” 

“Mine too,” Hobbes said. “Now it’s our turn.” 

Melborn sighed, almost wistfully. He gave Hobbes a lingering, meaningful look, then turned and walked purposefully out the hospital doors. 

Hobbes stood in the hallway, shaking his head as he watched him go. 

“No,” he muttered to himself, “we all leave together, or we don’t leave at all.” 

He ran out after the agent. 

Melborn walked with a surprisingly smooth, rapid glide. He’d reached his vehicle, but paused to fish a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, slitting the plastic with his thumbnail. He took his time thumbing the first one out and getting it to his lips. 

"Those things will kill you, you know," Hobbes called out, slightly winded from jogging across the parking lot to catch up.

Leaning languidly against the driver-side door of his standard black SUV, Melborn scowled at the rookie from Quantico and lit his cigarette anyway.

"One more for the Surgeon General," he muttered, dragonish smoke trailing down from his nostrils and away from his gaunt, gray face. 

"I don’t know how you can just abandon Eve like that. We need to get her sprung. We need her for this case."

"I already told you," Melborn replied with patience that was wearing thin, "I’ve got orders to follow. Besides, I haven’t abandoned anyone.”

“There’s something fishy about the janitor,” Hobbes went on as if he hadn’t heard. “I can’t quite place my finger on it, but something about his demeanor raised the flag in my gut.” 

Sucking disdainfully on the filter of his Pall Mall, Melborn peeled himself slowly off the body of the SUV and squared his shoulders. His head still hanging in a sulky slouch, his gray eyes bored into Hobbes’s face from under his heavy brows. 

“How well do you know your partner, Lucas?” Melborn asked, disregarding Hobbes’s theorizing and catching the young agent off guard by using his first name. 

“Well, we’ve only worked two missions together, but we got our man both times. I’d say we’re a pretty solid unit.” 

Melborn released a plume of smoke along with his words, “I worked with Eve a long time before my transfer to Organized Crime. She’s tough as nails and scary smart, but she’s got a lot of walls up around her ego. If something got through that really rattled her cage, her reaction is going to be complicated and probably dangerous.” 

“Wherever you’re going with this, get there and get off,” Hobbes growled defensively. “If there really is somebody out to assassinate Hope, he’s going to have to come through me.” 

“Oh, he will come for you,” Melborn met the young agent’s snarl with an impassive leer. “And for me, and probably anybody else involved. Whatever’s going on, this isn’t just about Hope.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“Just think about your partner for a minute. How many of Eve Hope’s enemies are not behind bars?” Melborn sucked the ember of his cigarette down to the filter. “Hell,” he added, inspecting the charred butt before flicking it away, “How many of them aren’t underground?”

Hobbes opened his mouth to defend his partner, but shut it again without saying anything. He crossed his arms across his chest. The dark circles under his eyes made him look more unpredictable and desperate than Melborn cared for. 

“Whatever’s going on here, it’s not a simple wellness check. We’re going to help your partner, but we shouldn’t tip our hand until we understand the play.” Melborn said, pulling the pack of Pall Malls from his jacket pocket. He thumbed a cigarette out and stared at it ruefully. “Damn kid,” he muttered, “don’t even want it anymore.” But he put the cigarette in his mouth anyway. 

“So, what do you suggest we do?” Hobbes dropped his hands to his sides, his fists balling as if he might swing on the first available chin. “Just go about our business until she’s locked away or gets a permanent mark on her record? I’m not going to abandon my partner, Melborn. It’s not a goddamn option.” 

“Don’t get yourself worked up, now,” Melborn said, using the excuse of lighting his second cigarette to place himself out of Hobbes’s reach. He resumed his lean against the door of the car. “We’re going to get her out of there clean. Trust me. But, in order to that, we’re going to have to play the game.” 

“Game?” Hobbes relaxed his fists, cocking his head slightly. “What game?”

He didn’t quite shed the spooked horse look in his eye, but now Hobbes was looking at Melborn with impatient curiosity rather than disdainful anger. Prior to entering service in the FBI, Hobbes had satiated his highly strategic mind with competitive chess. He’d been a prodigy from an early age, and games were as irresistible a lure to him as any gambling addict. 

“Just think about this for a second. As a rule, Eve doesn’t leave many survivors in her wake. Those lucky few of her foes that have lived to see prison will never live long enough to see freedom. Besides, fudging an incident report to cover a bombing doesn’t feel like an ex-con taking out a grudge hit. It’s not personal enough for one thing, and it’s too smart for another. A serial killer would probably not be able to resist the urge to sign his work after blowing up an FBI agent, especially one that had previously put him away.”

“So, what?” Hobbes asked, nearly stomping his foot with impatience. “What did you mean about playing the game?”

“There’s always a game,” Melborn said. “It’s a matter of who knows they’re playing and who they think they’re playing against. Understanding the pieces on the board is just as important as understanding the objective and your own orientation. Listen,” the gray, ageless agent took a step closer again, lowering his voice, “when she was waking up, Hope mentioned a name. ‘Lily.’” 

“Ring any bells?” Melborn asked after a moment. Hobbes shook his head. Melborn went on, “You must have missed the Howard Hope trial. There was a whole documentary mini-series about it only a few years ago.” Melborn sucked smoke in the face of Hobbes’s utterly blank expression, “You do know that her father is currently serving multiple life sentences for serial first degree murder in Red Onion maximum security prison, right?” 

“Yeah, I knew it.” Hobbes looked uncomfortably away, “I try not to keep it in the front of my mind. I feel like I owe it to my partner to treat her like any other agent.” 

“At another time, I might agree with you, but right now it’s just one of those funny little quirks you can’t quite overlook about someone. In any case, call it professional security or morbid curiosity, but I did catch the miniseries when Eve was my partner. Did you know she had an older sister named Lily?” 

“You said she was just waking up, right?” Hobbes said, “Maybe she dreamed her sister was by her side. Must have been pretty sour apples for her when it turned out to be you instead.”

“Quit quipping and listen, lint-trap,” Melborn said with an inflection of acidic ennui overcoating his wet-concrete voice. “When Hope was still in her confusion, she was talking as if there had been somebody else at the table. She was worried about someone, somebody else that might have been hurt by the explosion.” 

“What about the guy she was there to meet?” Hobbes asked after reflecting back on his memory of their brief conversation in the hospital room. “The married man she asked us to be discreet about.” 

“Bullshit,” Melborn said, dropping his second cigarette only three-quarters smoked to the pavement and crushing it under the toe of his shoe. “Eve’s never so much as a winked at a man in all the time I’ve known her.” 

“Maybe because she kept her affairs compartmentalized,” Hobbes put in. “I mean, it took an explosion for her to even hint at it.” 

“It’s possible,” Melborn admitted. “I won’t claim to have a perfect knowledge of Hope’s life. But I know her facial expressions and I’ve seen enough of her interrogation room tactics to know when she’s acting, and I would bet my last dime that she didn’t fly across the country to get blown up on a romantic rendezvous.” 

“Well,” Hobbes wavered, “when you put it like that, it doesn’t really check, does it?” 

“Right,” Melborn said, pressing his advantage and taking a step towards the young agent. “So, who was she there to meet, and why was she hiding from us?” 

The men stood in a moment of mutually silent contemplation. 

“And you think it’s got something to do with her family?” Hobbes asked. Melborn looked up, lifting an eyebrow. 

“Did I say that out loud?” 

“Not quite, but that’s why you brought up her father and family history earlier, right? You think that’s why she mentioned her sister’s name when she was coming to? Maybe that’s who she was there to meet.” 

“You really didn’t do any research when you were assigned to your partner, did you?” Melborn said, sucking in his cheeks and shaking his head. “Eve’s sister was Howard Hope’s last victim before he was arrested. The fact that he wasn’t charged with infanticide was a legal fluke on behalf of a timid prosecutor, but all the facts point to the same homicidal conclusion.” 

“Lily’s dead?” Hobbes asked, piecing the story together and frowning at the long chain of implications that extended from it. 

“Bingo,” said Melborn, pointing a finger-gun at Hobbes, “So, we need to know if Eve really thinks she saw her sister.” 

“Why does that matter?” 

“If somebody is trying to put Eve out of commission without getting their hands dirty,” said Melborn, “getting her blackballed on a psych charge is a pretty slick way of doing it. We need to find out where Eve’s head is at, and we can’t do that as long as we let them bully us out of the hospital.” 

“I’m still not quite following,” Hobbes said, squinting at Melborn’s pale, ageless face. 

“Let’s think about what we know. One: Eve was blown up – maybe in an accident, but she thinks it was an attack. Two: there was something odd about the way that nurse pushed us out,” Melborn said. “Now you say there’s something suspicious about the janitor, that’s three. This is just a hunch, but I’m getting the sense they want to keep Hope isolated in there. Even if her mind is sound, a few days in the hole might drive her psycho by its own right. If they’re setting her up, we need to find a way to get her discharged out of there before they drive her actually crazy.” 

“I’ve been beating my head against the wall already,” Hobbes said with a sigh like a deflating tire. “They won’t even tell me what floor Hope is on. What are we going to do at the hospital that we haven’t done already?” 

“We?” Melborn said, giving Hobbes a sudden, unexpected grin, “We aren’t going to do anything at the hospital. I’ve got my marching papers. You are going to hang back and protect your partner, see what you can dig up, and you’re going to call me first to make a report. Tell me what you find, even if it’s Nothing.” 

Melborn started to turn away, opening the door of his SUV. He paused, looking back, and emphasizing his words with eye contact. “Especially if it’s Nothing.”  

 

***

  

 At 0120 hours, Agent Hobbes was staring with heavy, bloodshot eyes at a paper cup of coffee in the alcove of a two-dollar Americano machine. For the last – Christ, he’d lost track of the hours long ago – he’d been beating his head against the solid brick wall of the hospital’s bureaucratic system. First, he’d asked for directions to the psychiatric ward from the same janitor. The elderly man seemed willing and even eager to help, but the directions he gave led Hobbes on a spiraling boomerang back to the waiting room. When he came back to ask the janitor where he’d turned wrong, the old man was gone. 

Hobbes eventually found the right place, a highly sterilized looking facility on the second floor of the hospital’s west wing. He expected the going to get easier once he found the ward, but he was wrong. 

He’d tried every approach he could think of, coming heavy with his badge, coming back smooth and apologetic, returning again with every form and piece of paperwork he could get his hands proving he was who he claimed and had the proper clearance to bypass the hospital’s security system. 

Then, of course, there was a problem with the hospital e-chart system, and for about forty-five minutes it seemed as if nobody anywhere could locate Hope’s exact whereabouts. When the system finally came back online, there was a new note from the doctor that Patient Hope was in strict isolation in order to recuperate from severe flashbacks and manic behavior. 

“Is there any way I could talk to Dr. Salley myself?” Hobbes had asked the stone-faced nurse behind the thick glass windowed counter. 

“The doctor is very busy,” she’d replied. “He’s not going to break his schedule and make patients, some of whom are extremely psychologically fragile, wait simply to re-explain what I’ve already told you. The charts say no visitors. You might trigger another PTSD episode, which could put both Patient Hope and you in danger. I can’t allow it.” 

“That’s absurd,” he’d snapped, too harshly to do himself any good, “Hope has never been assessed as unstable before, and I don’t believe she’s really unstable now.” 

“What you believe is of no consequence to your partner’s health,” said the nurse. 

“Could I at least see her through a window or something?” Hobbes had refused to give in all at once.

“If you’d like to wait, the doctor will come talk to you about your partner’s condition,” the nurse replied, and turned her eyes down to the screen of her monitor.

Hobbes took his Americano out of the machine and threw back a scalding sip. It burned all the way down and sat in his stomach like battery acid. He took another sip and walked down the hall, back to yet another nauseatingly inoffensive waiting room. 

When he returned, however, Hobbes found a stranger sitting in the chair he’d vacated to seek out the coffee machine. There were plenty of other chairs dispersed across the room, so Hobbes said Nothing, but he got the sense that the short man in the gray hoodie and stonewashed blue jeans was following him with his eyes. He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties, with thinning hair and going a little soft around the middle. Hobbes sat down in a chair kitty-corner to the man, not so far as to appear avoidant but not close enough to encourage conversation. 

The man didn’t exactly stare at Hobbes, but his eyes flicked quickly to and from the agent to his cell phone. People alone in a room together are wont to look at each other at least once or twice, so Hobbes didn’t take much notice at first. 

As the minutes continued to tick slowly past, with no doctors or patients materializing to address either Hobbes or this new stranger, the FBI agent began to recognize the distinct feeling of being watched. The stranger seated at a right angle from him was continuing to glance furtively in his direction, as if maybe he wanted to talk but wasn’t sure how to break the ice. 

The agent eyed the stranger with wary exhaustion. He looked vaguely like the man he’d seen before, although then he’d been wearing a sweater vest. Maybe it wasn’t the same person. He was an average enough joe. 

Hobbes was too deeply submerged in his own weighty ruminations to consider making temporary friends. He ignored the man’s continuing looks, emulating the total-zero facial expression he disdainfully admired in Agent Melborn. 

“Been waiting long?” the man asked at last. Hobbes didn’t move, didn’t even look. His only task was to get to Eve. No distractions.

The man only hesitated a second before clearing his throat and continuing, “I’ve been waiting nearly eight hours myself between this room and that one, this file and that form, waiting for this person to get back from break so they can tell you to wait somewhere else. It’s a goddamn mess around this place – makes me feel a little like going nuts myself.” 

“Mm,” Hobbes agreed noncommittally, finally glancing at the speaker. The man was looking at him fully now, with the solidarity-seeking smile of similarly inconvenienced strangers. “I know the feeling.” 

“Nice to meet you,” the man said, “You can call me Hardy. Everybody does.” 

“Hello, Hardy,” Hobbes mumbled, “no offense, but I’ve got plenty of my own troubles and I don’t feel like sharing them. I’d just like to burn myself on the coffee in peace for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.” 

“Hey, no trouble,” said Hardy. “Death is a lonely business – sometimes it helps to air it out with a stranger. But no worries, friend, Hardy knows when he’s not wanted.” 

Hobbes looked again at the jabbering stranger. Death is a lonely business? What the hell does that mean? The talk seemed almost compulsive, as if now that Hardy had started he couldn’t switch it off. 

“I apologize, sir,” Hobbes said, getting to his feet, “No offense, but I really don’t feel like talking.” He started to walk away, heading back down the hall towards the nurses’ desk. 

Hardy got to his feet and tagged along at a short distance, as if expecting to somehow ride on the coattails of any momentum Hobbes gained with the stonewalling nurse. Hobbes shot him a weary glance, but didn’t say anything more. Hardy seemed not to take the hint as Hobbes increased his pace. He stood a few steps back, grinning goofily at Hobbes and the nurse, rocking back on his heels as if to demonstrate he was happy waiting his turn. Hobbes turned back to the nurse with a sigh, shaking his head. 

“I’m sorry to bother you again, but is there any chance the doctor will be available soon?” 

The nurse gave him another shrug. 

“Is there at least a bench I could lay down on? Those chairs in the waiting room have all the ergonomic comfort of a cinderblock.”

“I’m sorry you’re uncomfortable,” the nurse replied with all the sympathy of an unplugged fax machine. Hobbes bit back the mean-tempered retort. “The doctor is very…” 

Hobbes nodded, cutting off the nurse’s repeated response with a wave of his hand and a quiet thanks. As he turned, however, the light over the keycard-secured door switched suddenly from red to green and the doctor pushed out of the ward and into the antechamber. The nurse’s eyes slid narrowly from the approaching doctor to the FBI agent’s face, as if to say, There, was that so bad? 

The doctor gave Hobbes and the nurse a polite, high-nosed nod each, and continued To Hobbes’s surprise and utter annoyance, he approached Hardy meaningfully. 

“Ah, Mr. Hardy, there you are,” the doctor smiled at the man, “Thank you for your patience. I have your refill right here. Instructions are there with the prescription, but I’m sure you’re mighty familiar with it by now, eh?” He ribbed the little man in a friendly, joshing way, handing him a plastic tube wrapped in a label with an RX prescription printed on it. 

“Yeah, I’d say I know the drill,” said Hardy. “Thanks, Doc.” 

The doctor, a full head and shoulders taller than the man in the gray flannel hoodie, laughed and gave him a patronizing pat on the shoulder. 

“Atta boy,” he said, and proceeded to discuss the details of Hardy’s treatment, lowering his voice discretely but maintaining his nonchalant attitude. 

Hobbes stared at the doctor and patient for an incomprehensive moment, his mind correcting his assumption of the little man’s role in the hospital scene. Hardy was not simply an inconvenienced visitor – he was a patient waiting treatment. Hobbes eyes the short man warily, but he seemed calm, friendly, and harmless as before.  

With a quick, glancing nod to the nurse, Hobbes separated himself from the counter and walked quickly off in the direction of the doctor, who appeared to be wrapping up his conversation. Hobbes loitered awkwardly for a moment, orbiting the pair of men without encroaching on the privacy of their conversation. 

The doctor glanced in Hobbes’s direction and flashed him a professional I’ll-be-with-you-in-a-minute smile. He said something unintelligible to Hardy, then moved around him and stepped up to Hobbes. 

“Can I help you, sir?” the doctor asked. Hobbes’s eyes flashed to the man’s ID badge, which hung on a retractable cord from the lapel of his white coat. Dr. Matthew Salley. Hobbes repeated the name in his mind. Dr. Matthew Salley, Dr. Matthew Salley.

“Doctor, I’m Special Agent Lucas Hobbes. I’m with the Serial Homicide division of the FBI.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hobbes,” Dr. Salley said, shaking Hobbes’s hand before the agent could offer it. Hobbes let go of the man’s hand, hiding the distaste for the doctor’s arrogant style from his expression, and reached for his badge. The doctor’s eyes flashed quickly to the agent’s hand, then returned to his face just as rapidly, brightening his smile a shade and half as he accepted the badge and peered at it. “What can I do for you?” 

“My partner, Special Agent Eve Hope, is under your care. Since she was admitted, her prognosis has escalated from a simple concussion to severe psychotic episodes. She seems to have been ferreted away – I was hoping that I could assess her condition for myself so that I can make a report to the Deputy Director.” 

Hobbes, tired as he was, didn’t have to try hard to affect the tone of a cut-and-dry company man, carrying out the directives passed down, a mere messenger trying to do his job and Nothing more. People, Hobbes had long noticed, were far more inclined to help when they thought of him as some kind of pitiful, overworked errand boy than as the shadowy, ominous secret agent. 

“I see,” the doctor said, his expression changing from the plastic friendliness into a mask of professional gravity as he handed the badge back. “Well, Patient Hope’s condition has progressed in a severe direction. The brain is a fragile organ, Mr. Hobbes, but the mind is more fragile still. Whether or not we realize it, we live in a world fully submerged in uncontrollable chaos. It’s something we all cope with, in one way or another, by creating fantasies of structure and organization. We cling to these imaginary constructs as if our lives depend on them because, frankly, they do. Without them, we are paralyzed, a sickness unto death if the barb of that idea should get rooted too deeply in the mind.” 

Hobbes sucked in his cheek on one side, refraining from telling the doctor exactly what he thought of this psychobabble. Doctor Salley seemed to be building to some kind of point, however, so Hobbes bit his tongue. 

“Your partner’s experience has led her to keep strong walls and emotional guards up her whole life – the early childhood traumas of living in the same house with a psychopathic serial killer, her combat service in the military, the Oedipal occupation which she has elected to resume now that she’s rotated into civil service, each of these compounding components of chaos requires strict mental boundaries, fantasy-structures to keep the wrath of mania at bay. Because of this, the few places of peace and relaxation, where she permits herself to be vulnerable and unguarded, have heightened importance to the integrity of that fantasy structure we all generate around ourselves. The explosion, representing the introduction of violence as it quite literally breached her garden walls, was so damaging to her ability to trust an environment as safe that her ego took shelter by creating a new delusion – one in which her family was never disrupted, her sister is still alive, and the explosion never happened.” 

Hobbes squinted, trying to follow the doctor’s wild explanation. Drugs? the agent wondered – It wouldn’t be the first case of a doctor dipping into the medical supply for a little personal prescription. 

Dr. Salley grinned back pompously, as if forgiving Hobbes for his hitherto ignorant life, his eyes half shut as he ordained to administer such stirring wisdoms from the generosities of his heart and wit. 

“Well, how long until she’s back to normal?” Hobbes asked, shifting uncomfortably. Deep in his gut, he had the feeling that he ought to be fighting against this man, but he didn’t know how or why. There was only the prickly feeling under his skin, the raised-hair instinct that told him he was losing ground on a critical exchange. 

“Normal…” the doctor mused, “normal is funny concept. We talk to our patients about finding balance, and accepting that for some of us that balance takes us outside the standard deviations of quote-unquote normal.” The doctor bounced his fingers in the air around the word. “I understand that the Federal Bureau of Investigation doesn’t hold sanity to such liberal standards, however. At this point, before I’ve had time to spend with the patient in therapy and treatment, I can’t say when, or even if, she will be capable of returning to work.” 

Hobbes stared at Doctor Salley in utter disbelief. 

“I’m sorry, Doctor,” he managed at last, “But I really think you’re wrong. I know Agent Hope well – or at least, I’ve known her for quite some time. I’ve questioned her methods, her morals, and her mortality, but never once have I questioned her sanity. She’s undergone the extensive psychological examinations, as have I, required to be a Special Agent in the Serial Homicide division. Her sanity is not in question. The relevance of her treatment and the case that’s waiting for her, however, is.” 

The doctor’s face seemed to tighten, like plaster hardening in place. His lips pulled back from his teeth as he smiled. The difference between the lethal, viscous intelligence alive in the eyes and the stupefied plastic doll’s grin on the face made it impossible to read the doctor’s real expression.

“Your concern for you partner is…” he said, drawing breath during a long pause. Hobbes expected him to say “touching” or “understandable” or something else to that empathetic effect. 

“…misplaced,” Dr. Salley said instead. 

“I don’t get it,” Hobbes said, “Why shouldn’t I be concerned? Aren’t you? Isn’t that why she’s being held over?”

“Of course,” Dr. Salley said. “We all are most concerned with Patient Hope’s recovery and well-being. What I mean is – no matter how high you hold your partner in your own estimations – she remains, in fact, fallible. We all are. You are yourself, for that matter.”

The doctor took a step towards the agent, as if to emphasize the earnestness of his point. 

“Patient Hope’s condition is not unique. You share many of her qualifications yourself. Your line of work, your heightened dependence on your awareness, the scaffolds of logic you build to make sense of an utterly, despicably nonsensical world. Structures like yours carry a lot of weight – a lot of pressure. When a fault is established, the whole thing is liable to go. A detail you missed, while it may have seemed trivial once, could suddenly bring your whole world crashing down around you.” 

Hobbes found that his heart was racing. The doctor was looming closer, closer. He held his ground, remembered his training. The codebook came up blank on quasi-hypnotic doctors holding his partner hostage. 

“You, for example, are focused on the categorically wrong part of your particular delusion – the logical conclusion, to be sure, but in this case not the correct one. Your structure fails, and your world collapses. Watch this.” The doctor rubbed his hands as if preparing to pull a rabbit out of a tall hat, “You’ve been trying to find out if your partner is sane, if she’ll be able to return to work as usual, but you’ve been asking the wrong question.” 

“I…” Hobbes started, cocking his head at the strange doctor. He was fingering the pin in his tie with odd reverence, the way someone might rub the medal of a trusted saint of luck and assurance. “What’s the right question?” 

“Why do they call him Hardy?” 

Hobbes gaped at the doctor, and a cold shiver ran down the length of his skeleton. He jerked his head, looking suddenly away at the spot where Hardy had stood. 

The man was no longer there. 

In a cold sweat, Hobbes whirled around. The little man was standing behind him now, far too close. He must have moved with eerie silence, while Hobbes was distracted by the doctor’s monologue. His face was contorted into a twisted grin. 

“Hardy-har,” the little man laughed – a strange, guttural sound that made Hobbes want to wretch. He laughed hard – too hard. Tears began spilling from Hardy’s eyes as his gut heaved and he nearly vomited the laughter out into the waiting room silence, “Hardy-hardy-har!” 

Too late to be any good, Hobbes saw that the hypodermic syringe which Dr. Salley had handed to Hardy in a prescription plastic tube when he came in was now uncapped, clenched in the little man’s fist. The needle glinted wickedly under the florescent overheads – 3 mg of some vile, poisonous fluid loaded up and ready to spring on the first unsuspecting nervous system it was plunged into.

Hobbes, clumsy with fear, fumbled for his weapon in vain.  

“Hardy-har!” the little man, still weeping with laughter, lunged forward with the needle pointed like a javelin for the agent’s neck. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

CLOSED. 

Melborn mouthed the word around the filter of his smoldering cigarette stub. It was printed in large red capital letters that stood out against the gentle green palette of painted tea leaves ornamenting the border. It hung inside the glass door, which proved to be locked when Melborn tried the handle.  

Time to split, the agent told himself. You’ve got your own case to work on. Hope’s got Hobbes to look out for her now, and Bunni Cazador is on the move. 

Melborn hung around anyway, to finish his cigarette and brood. There was something irksome about all this. It was too clean – no real evidence, just reports and findings. That didn’t gel. Melborn hardly trusted anything he hadn’t discovered for himself, and even then he was a harsh skeptic. 

He glanced around briefly, then leaned in, holding up his hand to shield his eyes from the sun as he peered in through the door at the darkened tea house. The tables were covered and the chairs were all stacked in neat rows – obvious signs that business as usual was not being transacted that day. 

Melborn tried a knock. Not to his surprise and yet still to his disappointment, the empty restaurant remained empty. Somewhere overhead in the branches, a bird offered a lonely chirrup. The distant sounds of city life – the rumble of traffic, the faint hum of power lines, the rattle and vague voices of workmen going about their business – made the closed teahouse feel all the more like a pocket oasis amid the urban chaos. 

Melborn moved away from the door and casually skirted around the side of the tea house. The soft grass bent under the weight of his feet, leaving telltale divots in the lawn as he left the paved path and ventured quietly around corner of the building. 

The side of the teahouse offered no new information. The windows along the side, like those in the front, were covered from within by thin rice paper screens that allowed sunlight but not curious eyes to pass into the private rooms of the teahouse. Melborn studied the windows anyway as he passed, hoping to catch a glimpse of a silhouette or any kind of movement that would suggest human presence inside. Seeing Nothing, he quickened his pace. 

Upon reaching the far corner of the building, Melborn found his way impeded by a wooden, Shinto-style gate. The latch of this, like the door of the teahouse, was locked. Behind it, however, Melborn thought he could hear the faint hubbub of activity. He hesitated, indecisive only for a moment. 

“Warrant this,” he muttered under his breath. He flicked away the dead butt of his Pall Mall and leapt up, grabbing hold of the top of the wooden fence extending away from the Shinto. He hoisted himself up with a grunt, taking the extra second to peek into the tea garden before swinging himself up and over. He dropped with a light thump into the middle of a large hydrangea. 

Melborn scrambled to his feet and looked around. The sound of voices and movement were a little louder, but still he saw nobody. He freed himself from the shrub and crossed the lawn, back towards the building. 

Standing in the thin, early afternoon shadow of the building, Melborn crept along the backside of the teahouse, keeping his eyes trained on the garden. The path was a modest boardwalk that snaked through the trees, splitting here and there to lead wandering tea-drinkers around the various horticultural features of the garden before ending up at their private tables. 

The peaceful aesthetic of the garden was violently disrupted at the far end, and at last Melborn laid eyes on the source of the noise. Down the centermost path, the living perimeter of trees and shrubs had been cleared. A few of the trunks still lay like spindly corpses in a pile, waiting to be fed into the mulcher that had been backed up to the property line in the alley behind the teahouse. A crew of two men were busy feeding one such trunk into the spinning blades of the mulcher. They wore heavy orange cotton shirts with “Tavitian Sanitation Services – The Quick Cleaners for Any Mess” printed in dark navy blue letters across the backs. Melborn made a mental note of the company name, then started down the boardwalk in the direction of the workers. 

As he approached, Melborn could see that, beyond the broken perimeter of the garden, a second crew of workers stood up to their shoulders in a massive hole in the ground. This crew was larger, comprised of four or five men in yellow reflector vests. The black print on these simply read “P.U.N.G.Co.”

“Pacific Union Natural Gas Company,” Melborn muttered the company’s full name, recalling it from the incident report as he jotted the acronym down in his notebook, still about fifty yards back. Tucking it away, he strolled as casually was possible in his cheap gray suit and tinted sunglasses for the remainder of the distance. 

The workers took no notice of Melborn as he approached, not even from the corners of their eyes. A man in an orange Tavitian shirt shouted something, presumably an instruction to the man feeding the tree into the mulcher, in a foreign tongue. The second man nodded and responded in the same language. 

“Howdy,” Melborn said, approaching the workers with an amiable grin, “doing a little deforestation?” 

The mulching men paid him no mind at all, either because they had not heard or simply didn’t care to respond. Melborn waited a moment, waving in a friendly manner to the first mulcher, who seemed to be in charge. When still the man didn’t even acknowledge the agent’s presence, Melborn shrugged it off and wandered off in the direction of Gas Company workers, letting out a low, impressed whistle as he approached. 

The nearest man, one of two actually in the wide crater with a tool in his hand, looked up, shading his eyes as he peered at the suited agent. 

“That’s some hole you fellas are digging,” Melborn said, trying to affect a folksy, let’s-chew-the-fat attitude. “Putting a well in the garden?” 

“Not quite,” the workman answered, eyeing Melborn as if trying to decipher whether this stranger was an authority of some kind or simply a passing rubberneck. “There was a faulty gas line that exploded under the ground. Everything’s shut down and we’re tearing up the street so the city can come in to replace it. You’d better stand back, sir. It’s not safe here.” The man had a glint in his eye that leveled his warning up to an implied threat. 

Melborn stared back at the man as if he were made of papier mâché, then turned and began walking away with the same slow, casual gait. He could feel the man’s eyes on him as he walked away. 

He loitered a moment, watching the men work on digesting the trees through the teeth of their mulcher. They glanced back at him at intervals without slackening their pace. 

Melborn looked around. It was strange, he thought, that they were taking out everything including the foliage, in order to do an underground repair. 

His eyes fell to the stack of trees waiting to be fed into the grinder. Something had caught his eye. Melborn stepped forward, squatting as if to re-lace his shoe, and inspected the trunk of the nearest tree in the stack. 

There was something white lodged in the brown trunk of the felled tree. The fragment was no bigger than a silver dollar, wedged deeply into the soft bark of the tree. Melborn, slipping a handkerchief out of his pocket, reached out, and gave the shard a yank. The piece gave, but not right away. The weight of the wood pile shifted dangerously, and Melborn got up quickly, shoving the fragment of what felt like porcelain into his pocket. 

“Hey!” one of the men from the tree removal service shouted. “You there! What are you doing?” 

Melborn made no answer, quickening his pace only slightly. He kept his hand in his pockets and his face trained straight forward. In the faint, vague reflection on the backside of his flat sunglasses, Melborn could see that the Tavitian crew were looking after him, and one had taken a few steps as if to follow, but they were not pursuing him. 

He hopped the fence again with as much casual dignity as he could muster. There was no passing that off as a casual walk-by, he knew. He just hoped they hadn’t seen him take the evidence, which he cradled in the handkerchief in the hidden reaches of his pocket. 

Melborn didn’t allow himself to glance over his shoulder until he was all the way back to his SUV. The workmen were no longer in view. Relieved, Melborn unlocked the vehicle and climbed inside. Only then did he take the shard out to examine it. 

It was a piece of white porcelain, with a section of blue pattern running lengthwise across it. 

“Teapot,” Melborn murmured aloud, remembering what his ex-partner had been trying to tell them in the hospital before he and Hobbes had been scurried away by that nurse. They were divided, Melborn realized, and while they scrambled in their own puzzling troubles, crews of workmen were busy cleaning away the evidence. 

Somebody with influence has thrown a rock – or rather, a teapot – and now they’re trying to hide their hand. 

It wouldn’t be hard to line a teapot with plastic explosives, he thought. The gas leak beneath the city block was probably real, turning the atmosphere into an explosive compound that would be set off by even a minor explosion. A timed or remote trigger sparking the teapot would have been more than enough to trigger a larger explosion. 

Melborn wrapped the fragment, stowing it away in his pocket. He would have to verify that there was residue from the incendiary device before his theory would hold any water, and an extra trip to the field office plus time for the lab to do their job wasn’t in his plan. He had his own case that he was already shirking. 

The engine turned over, and Melborn pulled out of the tea garden’s small, shaded parking lot. His mind lingered on Hope’s case as he steered through the city and got on the highway, southward bound toward San Francisco, where the west coast’s most prominent lawyer was waiting for him in a tiny, refrigerated office. 

 

***

 

Melborn and the City Coroner stood opposite each other across the body of Harold Laity. Both men were gazing down with stoney expressions at the dead man. The lawyer’s size and gravity must have commanded respect and awe in the court room, but in death he wore a pitiful mask of a shock and horror. 

“How did he die?” Melborn asked. The coroner reached out with a gloved hand, indicating the wound to the neck. 

“Laceration to the jugular vein,” he replied with the nasal wheeze of somebody who lives with Vaseline under his nose. “Somebody cut his throat. He would have bled out in very few minutes.” 

“What about defensive wounds? Were there any other cuts on the body?” 

“No other wounds, but the strike to the neck is surprisingly deep, more consistent with a jab than a slash.” The coroner stabbed and slashed the air with his pen to illustrate his point. 

“So it would have come quickly,” Melborn mused. “Cutting someone’s throat is an arcing motion – you’d see that coming. A jab, on the other hand, could come out of nowhere.” 

The agent bowed his head, his droopy gray eyes still trained on the deceased lawyer’s face. The lifetime of heavy, expensive secrets had etched deep care lines in the man’s face. All that worry, brought to such a quick, violent stop. 

“Can you tell me anything about the weapon?” Melborn grunted the question. 

“The victim, as you probably already know, was found with a straight razor in his hand. The wound to his neck, however, was definitely caused by a sharp, pointed, double-sided blade.” 

“In other words, not the razor.” 

“Correct,” the coroner replied, looking up with a knowing expression on his face. 

“Double-sided?” Melborn repeated.  

“Like a stiletto or a butterfly knife,” clarified the coroner. “Razor sharp on both sides and coming to an even point at the tip of the blade, based on the nick to his vertebrae.

“Butterfly knife?” The tired agent had the conversational value of a depressed parrot, but his mind was active. Butterfly knife? What distant bell did that ring? A dozen cases scattered over the last ten years flashed through the agent’s mind at once. He let it go, refocusing his eyes on the coroner with a complimentary leer. 

“Do you think he used the straight razor to defend himself?” Melborn inquired. 

“Hard to say. The lack of defensive wounds on the victim would suggest not, but there was some blood on the razor. The tests show that it did not belong to the victim, but it’s too early to tell if it belongs to the killer. It’s being processed through the DNA testing lab now.” 

“It’s kind of an unlikely weapon,” Melborn commented, thinking out loud. 

“My specialty is bodies,” the coroner said with a shrug, “and this one received a single, masterfully placed stab in the neck.  If you want my opinion, I’d say the straight razor was planted on the body afterwards. Maybe the blood was already on it, or maybe the killer put it there to try throw the authorities off the trail.” 

“What makes you say that?” Melborn asked, squinting at the gray-haired man across the cold slab. 

“Just eyeballing it, I’d say there was too much blood on the weapon. It’s possible that the victim got a good slash in, but a razor blade through clothes wouldn’t get soaked like that.” 

“Plus, there would have been more of the killer’s blood at the scene of the crime.” 

The coroner nodded, expressing with his eyebrows that they’d reached the limit of his deductive jurisdiction. 

“Thanks for your help, Doc,” said Melborn. “Looks like I’m headed back to the crime scene. Something missing. I need to put eyes on this for myself.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

When Eve woke up again, everything was still. 

Hours had passed. They must have, although Eve had no specific reason to believe this.  Still, as time continued to drag on and she saw no changes in her setting, no visitors, and no doctors, she began to feel increasingly antsy about how much time had really passed. 

Eve sat upright, feeling uncommonly helpless and vulnerable draped in the thin linens of the hospital gown and light blue blanket. Somehow, the back-slitted gown made her feel more exposed than if she had been naked. Her feet were covered by fuzzy socks with rubber grips. The material made her think of onesie pajamas. 

Clenching her jaw and laying her dignity by the wayside, Eve scrambled ungracefully over the side of the gurney. She was an octopus of tubes, IV lines, and monitors, and the machine complained loudly as she struggled to untangle herself. She detached herself quickly, tossing the lines and readers onto the bed hastily and hurrying over to look at her chart. 

Clutching the slit of her gown behind her back, Eve grabbed the clipboard bearing her chart off the wall hook. She only had time to scan the top sheet before the door opened and a white-haired, white-coated doctor walked briskly in, but it was long enough for Eve to see what she needed. 

At the bottom of the page, a hand jotted note labeled her 51-50 (possible psychotic, danger to self and others) – recommend 72-hour observational hold. Symptoms include paranoia, violent outbursts, irrational behavior. Possible PTSD related to combat military service (USMC). Sedate as required. Further pharmaceutical and therapeutic treatment strongly recommended.

It was signed – well, Eve couldn’t exactly read the doctor’s sloppy signature, but it was definitely signed in an authoritative hand. 

“Woah, now, young lady,” the doctor said with what was supposed to be a fatherly smile, “what are you doing out of bed? You ought to be resting.” 

“Are you my doctor?” Eve demanded, turning hotly on her grippy-socked heel, wielding the clipboard in outrage. “Explain this at once.”  

The doctor, recoiled slightly but remained calm. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Hope,” he said soothingly, holding up both hands, “I’m Doctor Salley. 

“Oh,” Eve lowered the clipboard, only at that moment realizing how threatening it looked. She rubbed her eyes, then spread her hand wide to pinch her skull at the temples. The headache thudded, suddenly overwhelming. How long had she been laying down? How long had she been in the hospital? 

 An orderly had appeared silently in the doorway as Dr. Salley took a step towards Eve with the same fatherly smile and concerned look in his eyes. He held one hand out for the clipboard. The other he still held up in a display of peaceful intent. 

“Doctor, how long have I been here?” Eve asked, blinking at the approaching man. “I thought I was supposed to be cleared and released. I have work to do, and time is of the essence.” 

“Why don’t you let me take that clipboard off your hands?” Dr. Salley said in the same silky soothing voice, his fingers finding the edge of the clipboard and prying it easily from Eve’s relenting grip. “Let me take a look at your case, and then we can talk about what’s next.” 

“I just want to know how long I have to stay here,” Eve insisted. Now that she no longer held the clipboard, her hand felt exceedingly empty, her left still awkwardly held the gown closed behind her back in a tight fist. 

“Miss Hope, I need you to get back in bed and rest,” Doctor Salley. The orderly seemed to be growing in size as he drew nearer, looming over the doctor’s shoulder, the specter of oncoming violence. She crouched, her body bent defensively away from the two men. From deep within, the animal instinct sent jolts of electric adrenaline through her body, preparing her to either fight or flee.  

“Agent,” Eve corrected in a hiss, backing away, her eyes darting back and forth from the doctor to the orderly. There was a second now, not as large as the first, but simply standing with his arms folded stolidly across his chest, barricading the doorway. A short, heavy nightstick hung from a leather strap at his waist. Eve squinted. Were they allowed to have weapons like that in the hospital? Something was wrong here.

The guard, uncrossing his arms to hook his thumbs in his belt, gazed coolly back at Eve. The unwavering stare was starting to get under Eve’s skin. The implication of the blunt club made her blood run cold and fast through her veins. 

“A nurse told me that I was out of the woods except for the minor concussion,” Eve said again, keeping her tone steady with an effort because it felt the hundredth time she’d explained the situation. “I’m calm, I’m cool, I’m collected – I’m listening. Now, please tell me how long it’s been since the nurse told me that and what’s changed that I’m now being kept on 72-hour hold.” 

“According to your chart, you were recommended for psychological evaluation by Dr. Grear before you’re released. The notes indicate you’ve been harboring some level of delusion around the incident. We won’t be able to clear you officially until the Mental Health Assessment Team shows up, which could be up to seventy-two hours – hence the hold – but until then, would you care to talk to me about what happened, Miss Hope?” 

“It’s not ‘Miss,’” she snapped, her jaws clicking with the animal ferocity in her words. “It’s ‘Special’ goddamn ‘Agent.’ You might be able to keep me locked up here, but that doesn’t let you off the hook of showing me the respect I’m due. I’m a Special Agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m pulling rank – I demand to know why I’m being held, I demand access to my partner, and I demand a phone so that I can report to the Deputy Director at Headquarters.” 

Eve could feel her heart pounding in her throat. The doctor was gazing at her steadily, smiling in the corners of his mouth as if she were an ill-behaved but well-intentioned child. The room seemed to pulse, swimming sickeningly. The floor wavered beneath her. She drew breath in short, angry bursts, her eyebrows furrowing with the sudden concentration required to remain upright and coherent. 

Something’s wrong. The message resounded in Eve’s mind like a neon flashing sign. Something’s wrong. Something’s definitely very wrong. They dosed you – who? The nurse? This creepy doctor? Dosed with what? Whatever they gave you, they’re trying to hold you here. Why? What’s going on?

Eve’s eyes moved quickly over the room. The door was still covered by the second, shorter security guard. The doctor was peering at her over the rims of his glasses, his mouth drawn in a concerned pucker. Her eyes moved down his neck to the tie beneath the lapels of his white jacket. There was a dark tiepin holding it suavely in place. The head of the pin was a pretty little thing made of black pearl and spiderwebbed with beautifully intricate lines of shimmering, crème-colored abalone. 

I know that symbol. Eve’s mind was battling against the sickening wash of chemical shutdown. It looks like the symbol that was on the business card Lily showed me right before we blew up. 

 Behind her cot, the window was shut and the blinds drawn. Daylight crept in from outside – but was it morning or evening? A jump was out of the question – the window was sure to be barred. The sheer helplessness of her situation closed around Eve’s neck like a noose. 

Steady, Marine – deep breaths. Never should have let them take your rifle. Scratch it, it’s not at hand now. Work with what you have. In front of you are three men – two threats, one authority. If you try to overpower the guards, the doctor will not only go for help, but you’ll get permanent marks on your record and you might get stuck in this hospital forever. 

Forever… 

forever…

ever…

The word seemed to echo in Eve’s mind. Her chest heaved, her heart pounded, her eyes were open so wide she was afraid that her lids would get lost behind her sockets. 

If you can outwit the authority, the threats will see themselves out. 

The answer clicked into place neatly, despite the descending fear and confusion that was mounting in Eve mind. With slow, tentative movements, she crawled back onto the gurney and looked at the doctor, taking steadier breaths – in through the nose, out through the mouth. 

“Drink deeply,” Eve muttered, as if to herself but in a voice she knew the doctor could hear. She surveyed his response covertly, from the corners of her suddenly drooping, sleepy eyes. 

“Very good, Agent Hope,” said Doctor Salley, with a smile that gave Eve gooseflesh as her vision swam and began to go dark around the corners. If she lost consciousness, it was all over. She knew that now, but there was Nothing she could do. She tried to fight the powerful sedation that was sinking onto her like a heavy blanket from above. The doctor went on in a soothing baritone, as if reading a newborn child to sleep. “Thank you for your self-control. I know that you’ve suffered some very traumatic experiences recently. Right now, everything feels very confused and panicky. That may be some of the symptoms of your concussion still surfacing, or it may the indicator of a deeper psychological reaction to being blown up in a place you assumed to be safe.” 

The doctor adjusted his features into another gentle, disarming expression. He must have a whole storeroom of those smiles, Eve thought, one for each bedside occasion. His face was warping, as if she were now looking at him through the wavering pane of a steady waterfall. The room was growing darker every second, and every new inch of darkness could hold more looming, brute-faced guards. 

 “You’re safe now,” the doctor’s dementedly distorted face said through heavy cloudbank that had descended upon the room, “everyone in this hospital has sworn an oath to do you no harm.”

From her place on the gurney, Eve blinked at the doctor. She wanted to trust him, and everything he’d said was technically true. It would be so much easier to let go, to trust the doctor, to fall asleep. The doctor lifted a hand, waving off the security guards without breaking eye contact with his patient. 

“If you’re feeling up for it,” the doctor said, “I’ll pull up a chair and we’ll have a chat about your condition.” 

Eve nodded, her eyes lolling back in her head as the sedative took effect. The doctor waited a moment. 

“Miss Hope?” 

Dr. Salley smiled, rising quietly from the chair and went to the door, where the second and meaner looking of the security guards remained loitering. 

“Alright,” said Dr. Salley to the guard in a low voice, “take her away.” 

 

***

 

In the dream, there was a train that rolled forever, bumping steadily along tracks that had been laid out in the beginning and would carry her through the end. 

In the dream, Eve was the train. 

She was aware of herself as a train from the inside only. She had an engine that drove her forward and sixteen gilded carriages filled with secret agent passengers. The agents, dressed like Cold War spies in hats and trench coats, were also Eve. Every last one of them. They were all spying on each other, none of them knew what team they were really on, and only two or three of the Eves knew that the train was Eve also.  

Outside the dream, Eve was only aware in a liminal capacity that her gurney was being carted rapidly through what felt like infinite hallways, elevators, and more identical hallways. She had the implicit sense of being surround by a lot of people, but she couldn’t make out any faces or specific figures. 

And in the dream, the train rolled on and on. 

I’m still in the hospital.

Eve stared at the closed blinds. Was the glow sneaking through the shades from the sunset or sunrise? Was her room facing east or west?

How long have I been here? Am I even in the same room? How long have I been awake? Why did I pass out? 

Eve shut her eyes and tried to remember the exact details of the uniform hospital room she’d woken up in. How long ago was that? Had she been moved? Where were her partners? Her mind felt scattered, completely disoriented. 

A minute passed – or was it ten? Eve looked around desperately, but none of the blinking, spiking, and beeping monitors displayed a clock anywhere that she could see. The walls, likewise, were devoid of clocks. Didn’t anyone have schedules to keep to in this hospital? 

The room was empty, but she could see people passing to and fro in the hallway through her tiny window. She felt behind her head, nearly fainting with relief as she found the familiar shape of the burner phone, still safely tucked away in her pillowcase. She couldn’t exactly remember how or when they’d brought her here, only that it was sometime after the nurse had administered her medicine and taken her readings. She must have been wheeled away whole, bed and all.

Except for the phone beneath her pillow, Eve had Nothing. For the first time since her father was arrested seventeen years ago, Eve Hope felt hopelessly, helplessly disarmed. 

She cried. 

“It’s funny how quickly time breaks down when we’re removed from our regular rhythms,” said a voice from the shadows. There was somebody standing just outside the limit of her peripheral vision. Dr. Salley. Eve stared straight ahead. How long had he been there? Had he seen her reach for the phone? Was she imagining the voice? Her eyes had been fixed on the same empty spot on the wall for a long time – ten minutes? An hour? 

The room was empty, the curtain pulled back – or was there no curtain now? Hadn’t there been a curtain before? Now, however, Eve realized that she was in a single-patient room. 

The quality of the light beyond the blinds had changed enough for her to be sure that it was now either sunset or sunrise, depending on when they had started.  Time seemed to be getting gummed up and stuck in the cogs, refusing to pass more than a second per hour. 

“How long till I get out of here?” she asked without moving her head. 

“Soon,” the silky, voice of Dr. Salley was behind her shoulder now. Eve felt too dazed and woozy even to be afraid of the man. She stared ahead, trying to piece her memories back together in an order that made sense.

“What did you give me?” she asked in the same, angry monotone. 

“I?” the doctor’s tone was surprised. “I didn’t give you anything – your treatment was prescribed while you were still under the purview of the emergency ward and, I assume, administered by one of the nurses. It was…let’s see,” Dr. Salley scanned through the chart, making a slight tut-tutting noise with his tongue, “It was a small dose of ketamine hydrochloride – a tranquilizing sedative administered through your IV. I promise, its only function is to help you calm down and reach the center of your troubles.” 

“The center of my troubles,” Eve repeated, putting a sarcastic spin on the inflection, and raising an eyebrow. 

“Yes, yes; finding your center is the first step towards learning how to balance yourself,” Dr. Salley was unfazed by Eve’s attitude, “There will time enough for all of that. At the present, the most important thing is for you to rest.” 

“I don’t need rest; I need your signature on a medical clearance form and I need to get back to work.” Eve snapped peevishly, turning to look the doctor in the eye at last. “I don’t understand why the nurse would have told me that I was out of the woods if the doctor was recommending me for a psychological hold. Dangling that kind of hope in front of a woman’s nose is just cruel.” 

“Which nurse said that to you?” Dr. Salley came around the bed and stepped into Eve’s line of sight at last, his eyebrows drawn together. Sympathetic Concern No. 4 from the stockroom of expressions, Eve thought bitterly. She fought down the paranoia and focused on the doctor’s question. 

“Gable,” she said. It only took her a moment to visualize the nurse – so much of her had been covered by the uniform mask and scrubs that the only details left to be filled in by Eve’s memory were her eyes and nametag. She could see the ID card hanging on a retractable lanyard. Remembering the nurse’s green eyes, Eve shut her own, screwing up her face with concentration. What was her first name? “Cynthia? Celia? Something Gable.” 

“Hmm,” Dr. Salley murmured thoughtfully, leaning forward an inch or two and inspecting Eve through his thick glasses. “I’ve been at this hospital a long time. I’d say I know the halls pretty well on every floor, but I’m not familiar with Nurse Gable.” 

He flipped through the pages of the chart once again, his eyes scanning the signature and initial boxes. 

“Nothing on the chart. I’ll look into it, though. I promise you that. What we do have is the written recommendation for your psychiatric evaluation, and I’m afraid that takes precedence over the word of your mystery nurse. I’ll have to check with ICU, but your file mentions a psychotic break of some kind.”

“There was no psychotic episode,” Eve repeated, stubbornly holding her position, “I was blown up. It’s not the first time I’ve been hospitalized due to combat, Doctor. It is the first time my mental stability has been questioned.” 

“I understand that it must be difficult to experience a trauma like this outside of a combat situation, but accidents happen. Cars crash, gas lines leak and ignite, sometimes pianos even fall from high-rise windows. We live in a world of horrifyingly cartoonish reality. The only thing we can do is confront them as squarely and reasonably as possible.” 

“I understand the theory of chance and anarchy, Doctor; but I also know when to trust my instincts. I suffered limited damage from the explosion because something in my gut told me to pull away just as the teapot went up. That’s called instinct, Doctor, and it’s something I earned by avoiding improvised explosives in Afghanistan. I just hope to God that…”

“That what?” Doctor Salley asked eagerly. Eve snapped her mouth shut like a steel bear trap, glaring with ice cold anger at the physician. 

“That nobody else was hurt,” Eve answered, shifting her eyes evasively away. She’d been so muddled with the drug and confusion that she’d nearly forgotten about the importance of maintaining her sister’s secrecy. The doctor looked at her coolly, as if he knew she were guarding her answers, but he didn’t say as much. He tapped the end of his pen thoughtfully on his chin. 

“Who else might have been hurt?” the doctor asked, and this time the hunger in his eyes was unmistakable. 

“Never mind,” Eve said, “forget I said it.” 

“The staff of the tea garden?” the doctor prompted, “The innocent people on the street? Your family, perhaps?” 

“I said forget it,” Eve snapped. “It’s just one of things you say.” 

“Ah,” Dr. Salley gave her a permissive smile, “Is that what it is? Miss Hope, there’s no shame in admitting that you care for some people more deeply than others. I know that goes against the grain of your oath – as a federal agent, you see yourself as a protector of all people.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Eve snarled, glaring at the doctor out of the corners of her eyes. 

“Oh, Nothing, Nothing,” the doctor smiled as if he’d just put her in checkmate. “It’s a noble sentiment, to be sure – but it’s not sustainable. If you follow that standard to its end you fall smack-bang in a savior complex, and it’s all downhill – or, rather, uphill – from there.” The doctor chortled. “There’s no need to carry such weight on your shoulders, not here, anyhow, Patient Hope. May I call you Eve?”

“You may not,” she said, grinding her teeth, “Agent Hope is fine,” 

“I’m afraid she’s not,” Dr. Salley said, raising his eyebrows with counter-emphasis on the word, “Your health, mental and physical – or your humanity, to put it another way – supersedes your agency. Your obsession with your title seems to reflect how unbalanced your identity is in this way.” 

Eve laid back, turning the doctor’s words over in her mind. From deep within, she knew that he had far too much power over her for any kind of immediate, rash action. Her only path to freedom was to play the doctor’s game and beat him at it – all without betraying the trust of her only recently revitalized sister. 

“There was a small accident at the tea garden,” the doctor said, “but you’re here, you’re in one piece, you have time to recover yourself and a job that’s eager for your return to health – so what is it that you’re really worried about?” 

“Nothing,” Eve said, waving the hand connected to her IV tube. “I said forget it.” 

Dr. Salley seemed oddly taken aback by her answer. He blinked as if she’d slugged him squarely on the nose. His mouth opened slightly and his hand touched his chest lightly on the tie pin, as if to ease palpitations. 

An intrusive thought suddenly told Eve to seize the window of opportunity, no matter how small, to yank the needle out of her vein and run, to stop admitting herself to Dr. Salley’s circus of poisoned mirrors. A louder internal voice of reason told her that any needle she pulled out would come back, probably refilled with a stronger payload. The guards would hold her down and fit her kicking and struggling into a straitjacket. She’d be moved to a padded room. 

Eve’s mind was overtaken by fear of the images of her own commitment to an asylum. If she went crazy, really crazy, they’d have her confined, caged away. She’d look just the way her father did when he’d gone manic on trial, snapping at the guards and bailiff until they had to fit him with a caged mask. 

In a horrific mash of memory and projection, she remembered the way her father’s screaming laughter had echoed through the cage of his muzzle as the bailiffs hauled him away, guilty. How long until that same monster showed itself in her? How long until she was the one wearing the muzzle? 

The fear. 

She stayed where she was, holding perfectly still. In the face of her shocked silence, the doctor eventually retreated, leaving her alone in a pit of blackest despair. 

A single tear slid silently down Eve’s unresponsive face.

 

***

 

Zzzt-zzzt!

Eve was jarred awake suddenly by the quick succession of vibrations from under her pillow. Her eyes snapped open and she looked around the room. 

All was dark. 

Eve held her breath, listening for another vibration. Maybe it had been a dream, an echo of the hypnotic jerk that pulled her so roughly into consciousness. 

Then again, maybe it hadn’t. 

The only light in the room was coming from the small, square window in the door, bleeding out from the well-lit hallway beyond. Eve kept her eyes mostly shut, trained on the wire-crossed square of glass through the veil of her eyelashes until she saw a figure pass. Then she counted off the seconds in blocks of ten until he passed again. It was slow work, but Eve counted off seven and half minutes before the orderly passed her window again.

She waited for the orderly to pass a third time, gave him forty-five seconds to get down the hall, then decided to go for it. She reached behind her head, her fingers clawing for the now-familiar shape of the burner phone. She could feel it beneath the nape of her neck as she lay on the pillow. She was almost positive that’s what had caused the vibration that woke her up. 

She could have kicked herself for not switching the phone to silent or completely off when she’d had the opportunity to do so in the ambulance. She thanked her lucky stars that the phone had not vibrated or rang while the doctor or her partners were in the room. She wouldn’t have been able to lie her way out of explaining why she was hiding a phone, and she wouldn’t have been able to stop them from taking it away from her. 

As the effects of the tranquilizer continued to wear off, Eve could feel her mental faculties getting clearer. She was disturbed as, feeling more and more like herself, she was also becoming more acutely aware of her predicament. Who had put her on the psych hold and why? Had news already reached Pliny’s ears in Quantico that she’d gone off her rocker? 

Somehow, Eve knew, her sister was at the center of all of this. The coincidence was too great, even if Eve was given to believe in coincidence, which she wasn’t. Lily had resurrected herself from death, figuratively speaking, to give Eve a cryptic warning that she would be first suspected, then the victim of murder.  

The warning had come startlingly close to true for both of them when the bomb went off a few minutes later. Whoever had orchestrated the tea garden attack was intent on keeping Eve out of commission – but why? 

A scowl darkened Eve’s stern features as she pondered the endless question. Why? Why keep her locked up? Why murder Lily, somebody everybody already assumed to be dead? What had Lily become mixed up in, and why had she finally elected to bring it to Eve’s doorstep?

There was only one way to find out.

Eve’s hand found the phone and she slid it out and held it under the blanket, obstructing the weak glow of the screen from view as best she could. 

The battery was still at fifty percent, the little champion. Eve opened the phone and immediately saw that she had not been dreaming. There was a new message filling her screen, waiting to be opened. 

It came from a blocked number – but Eve had a sneaking suspicion there was only one person alive that knew about the existence of this phone. 

If that was true, then the message was a reassurance that the sender was still alive. The thought filled her with hope, but more so it filled her with a grim sense of determination. Too many people were playing too many games, keeping too many secrets, and somebody was using the gray areas where nobody was willing to turn the spotlight to get away with murder. 

Eve eyed the window once more. If her estimation was correct, the guard shouldn’t be passing by for another five minutes. Of course, that was no guarantee of safety. A doctor or nurse could come in at any moment. If she was caught with the phone, then it would all have been for Nothing. Of that, Eve felt quite sure. 

It was a risk she had to take. 

Eve opened the message. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Melborn wanted a cigarette. 

The agent stood on the green marble floor of the dead lawyer’s office, gawking. His gray jacket was unbuttoned at the waist and his tieless white shirt was unbuttoned at the neck. His shoulders sagged. Melborn’s shoulders always sagged. 

The body had been moved. Melborn had already seen it, laid out on the coroner’s cold slab in the office downtown. It was pale, ugly, and frightened – the way all corpses looked. Melborn remembered only the bulletin facts of what the coroner had told him. 

Cause of death: blood loss. Critical laceration to the jugular vein by a sharp, non-serrated blade. 

Wound not consistent with the straight razor found in the victim’s hand.

Time of death: between 0400 – 0800 Monday morning (the day before last).

Body discovered by janitorial crew. 

Same janitorial company (Tavitian Sanitation Services) has served the whole building on union contract for the last 10+ years.

No defensive wounds found on the body.

Suicide note (pending expert handwriting analysis) found in the victim’s coat pocket.

The office, other than the removal of the actual corpse, had remained untouched. Melborn’s eyes slid around the perimeter of the room. The abundance of clues and the absence of real evidence was maddening. 

There were bloody footprints trailing away from the place where the lawyer had fallen. Melborn crouched beside the trail and studied them. They were clearly the bloody impressions of high heels. Was it safe to assume that the killer was a woman? 

No, although it wasn’t evidence of the opposite either. 

Great, Melborn scowled at the trail. Somehow an obvious clue only serves to muddy the waters. 

A man could have worn pumps to commit the murder, or a woman could have left the prints of another woman’s shoes in a strange attempt to misdirect the law, or maybe – just maybe – it was not a ruse at all. Maybe the killer had simply been dumb enough to walk right through the pool of blood on her way out the door. Nothing was beyond possibility. 

Rising out of his crouch, Melborn meandered across the expansive office towards the wall that housed the library-grade bookshelf, the rich wooden countertop, and the expensive Italian espresso maker. On top of the machine, three tiny espresso mugs winked, unused. One was missing, presumably used by the killer, and then taken as evidence. 

 According to the report, the single demitasse had been left on the counter in perfect view, with a lip print pressed on the rim where someone had taken a sip. Like the bloody footprints on the marble floor, the lipstick had been obvious clue. 

Too obvious.

A sample had already been lifted, and the photos of the lip print were being digitally analyzed by the lab rats at the FBI’s Bay Area field office. Melborn made sure he was first on the call list when the results came out. 

He wanted to be in the know before anybody else not only so that he could act first to catch a killer, but also to ensure the facts were as pure as possible. The farther news traveled, the less accurate it became. This was true of any story, but especially so with a case like the murder of Harold Laity. There were sure to be interested parties whispering nonchalant misdirects all along the line. 

Melborn chewed his thumbnail, inspecting the scene. Yes, something was definitely rotten. 

Somebody had gone to great lengths in order to make it look as if somebody else had been careless. The FBI agent wrinkled his nose. Other people’s attempts to be criminally clever always proved to be more of a headache than they were worth.

Melborn turned his eyes away from the espresso machine on the counter, fixing his watery gray stare on the white chalked outline where the lawyer’s body had lain. That much, at least, was not a ruse. The inestimable Harold Laity’s jugular had really been cut, the man had really fallen and bled out on the floor until he expired. The rest of the room, for all its apparent evidence, Melborn mused, could be Nothing but a red herring.

Melborn’s eyes made a full circle, scanning the perimeter of the office for cameras. As he expected, there were none to be found. The lawyer would have held many private, confidential meetings in this room, footage of which neither he nor his clients would never want to surface. 

Above all, the lawyer must not go to jail – Hunter S. Thompson, Kingdom of Fear.

The thought drifted into Melborn’s mind like a lost fish. He wasn’t sure why the quote occurred to him just then, but he listened to his gut when it sent him notes like that. 

“Above all, the lawyer must not go to jail,” he said under his breath. 

Did it check here? He gazed at the empty shape of the man. The way he’d been laid out on the floor was not consistent with a man taking his own life. He had not been standing to face the grand cityscape view, nor had he been seated and fallen out of his chair. No, the orientation of the body in the room was awkward, as if he’d gotten up and started to come around his desk, perhaps leaning on the table’s corner, when the blade went – flash – right to his jugular. No time for his old reflexes to react, nobody around to hear him cry out. 

Who were you talking to? 

It was the same question he’d been wondering about his ex-partner, Eve Hope. Who had she been talking to when the explosion happened? 

Somebody was making lethal appointments and keeping them, Melborn thought. Somebody the victims trusted. 

Who did Eve and Laity both trust? Who did they even know in common? Both the dead lawyer and the living FBI agent lived lives of tightly wound mystery. The list of people that either one trusted was bound to be short, and the chances that there was coincidental overlap between them were astronomical. 

But who? 

Easy, Melborn, the stoic-faced agent reprimanded his own sloppy logic, Don’t play connect the dots until you’ve established a real pattern. Your assignment is to find out who killed Laity and if it has anything to do with Bunni Cazador. 

Somewhere in the room, probably contained on a heavily encrypted hard drive, there would be a list of all the attorney’s clients, their case histories, a balance sheet of financial records, and all kinds of real evidence. Melborn salivated at the prospect of so much confidential information on so many underground circles. With a list like that in his hands, he might be able to clean up the entire west coast in a single, obliterating sweep. It hadn’t been turned up in any kind of physical file form during the search, although Melborn got the impression from the state of the office that the search had not been exactly exhaustive. 

Slipping his long, slender, gray fingers into a pair of rubber gloves, Melborn eased open the first drawer in Laity expansive mahogany desk.  Inside, he found the expected assortment of stationery, pens, paper clips, extra staples, and various supplies. As he pulled the drawer farther out on its perfectly oiled tracks, his eyes landed on the pearl grip of a hammerless Colt 1908. 

“Hello there,” he said, pulling the coat-pocket automatic out of the drawer and holding it up to the light. It was a pretty thing – a little feminine for his own taste, but he could see the weapon’s allure from the perspective of a refined sophisticate. Gingerly, as if sniffing the bouquet of a fine wine, Melborn smelled for hints of gunpowder. He could smell the oil on weapon, which meant it had recently been cleaned, but there wasn’t the sharp, bloody-sinus scent of recently ignited TNT underneath. 

“Tsk-tsk,” Melborn clicked this tongue scornfully. All that money to acquire the perfect weapon for a man of grace and subtly, all the foresight to keep it clean and close at hand, all for Nothing. When the critical moment came, the lawyer had not drawn to fire. Based on the neatness of the other items in the drawer, Melborn suspected that Laity had not even had time to open it, much less reach in and fumble for his weapon. He’d been standing on the wrong side of the large desk. The strike must have come quickly, from an unexpected character. 

Laity would not have lived so long in the dangerous circles through which he moved if he weren’t sharp as a tack and light on his feet. Melborn knew this with certainty, before he’d even seen the contents of that precious client list. The once client he knew for sure, the whole reason Laity was of interest to Melborn in the first place, was Bunni Cazador. 

Anita “Bunni” Cazador, brutal and elusive empress of a prostitution cartel based outside Las Vegas. The legality of Bunni’s trade in the state of Nevada had provided her numerous loopholes as she pushed and expanded the reaches of her empire, loopholes that Harold Laity was an expert at worming through.

Or, at least, he had been. Melborn’s thoughts returned once again to the outline on the floor, the dried pool of blood around it, the stiletto-heeled footprints leading away.  

Sex workers, as Melborn knew from the long hours he’d spent formulating the RICO case against Bunni, were not the only means by which she brought in the hay. They were profitable, sure, but more critically, they were Bunni’s assurance of being invited to every party, and invited back the following weekend. Utilizing the real power of her trade, Bunni placed herself in the middle of all sorts of transactions, legal and otherwise. Drugs, guns, muscle, and even certain political campaigns had all fallen under the umbrella of Bunni’s dealings at some point or another, and every time she’d used the eager libido of her business partners to increase her slice of the pie. 

It was an effective model, provided nobody snitched.  

Above all, the lawyer must not go to jail.

The thought returned to the front of the agent’s mind. Harold Laity’s extensive knowledge of the law was a powerful weapon – one that Bunni Cazador had used liberally as she seduced and slaughtered her way into wealth and influence all over the west coast. What if there had been some kind of critical powershift behind closed doors? Would that too be protected by attorney-client privilege? Bunni Cazador’s greatest reassurance could easily become her biggest threat if the tide should take an unexpected turn. 

After all, dead men can’t testify. The grave wasn’t jail. 

There wasn’t much to go on in terms of proof, of course. Melborn knew his hunch would remain just that until he heard back from the lab. 

From outside the office door, which stood propped open by a bronze doorstop in the shape of a dozing clerk, Melborn heard the distant whine and groan of a floor polishing machine. Following the sound, the agent stepped out into the long, smooth hallway. 

About twenty-five yards away, a man with a heavy black mustache and eyebrows that drooped over his deeply hooded sockets was buffing the floors. He didn’t so much as look in the agent’s direction, but simply continued pushing the machine in neat, never-varying lines, back and forth across the hallway, inching his way along and leaving a path of spotless shine in his wake. 

“Excuse me,” Melborn said, raising his hand as he called out to the janitor. “You there! Sir!” 

The janitor looked up, but did not turn off his machine. He nodded to the Melborn in a friendly greeting, but said Nothing. 

“Could you stop the machine?” Melborn asked, raising his voice over the grind of the polisher. The mustache man nodded and smiled again, uncomprehending. 

“Be careful!” the man called out in a heavy accent, “The floor is slippery, yes?” 

“Cut the machine!”  Melborn waved his hands across his throat. The janitor’s mustache drooped and his eyebrows furrowed as at last he understood. He flipped a switch, and the mechanical beast’s spinning brushes whirred to a stop. 

“What is wrong, please?” the man asked, cocking his head. Melborn squinted, recognizing the accent as Armenian. 

“I have a few questions, if you don’t mind,” Melborn said, flipping his badge out low and showing it to the janitor. 

“No problems,” the man replied, giving Melborn a thumbs up but taking a defensive step back. “I’m just the custodian, yes? Let me find one of the bosses for you, okay?” 

“No, actually you’ll do just fine,” Melborn said. “You work for Tavitian Sanitation Services?” 

“Yes, sir,” the janitor replied, straightening his back a little, “I’ve been a loyal employee for seven years now.” 

“I’m sure they’ve been quite rewarding,” Melborn said. It was impossible to read whether the agent was sincere or sarcastic from his expression, but the custodian’s mustache riffled with annoyance, nonetheless. 

“There’s a quiet dignity to cleaning floors, sir,” he replied, his eyes flashing proudly. 

“Were you working on Monday?” 

“Monday?” the janitor removed his cap, rubbing the bald spot on the top of his head. “Uh, yes I was working this Monday morning – very early, before anybody comes in to work. That way, the floors dry before people walk on them.” 

“Uh huh,” Melborn said, looking at his watch: 1400 hours. “So why are you cleaning them now?” 

“People…walked on them,” the janitor replied simply, raising a bushy eyebrow. A moment of awkward silence passed as each man considered the other a fool. 

“I see,” Melborn said. “How many custodians are employed per shift by your company?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe fifteen of us? You ask the manager for the roster, I’m sure he could tell you.” 

“Do you happen to know who was cleaning this floor that morning? Between four and eight o’clock?” 

“At that hour? Probably nobody. We start at the top of the building at midnight, after the last of the late workers go home, and work our way down. The people in these high offices come in to work very early. Seems like the higher up the office, the earlier they wake up. We’re in the lobby by six o’clock. After that, we sweep, clean windows, take out garbage, and tend restrooms all day until the last late workers go home again.”

“And it all starts again,” Melborn said. “Do you know Mr. Laity?” 

“I know his name, yes. He worked on this floor. He was dead on Monday – that’s why you ask me all these questions. Well, like I told you, there was Nothing happening on this floor at that time on Monday morning as far as our company was concerned.”

Melborn squinted at the custodian. There was something funny about the emphasis he put on the word “Nothing.” Somehow, it made Melborn think of a poison dripping from the stopper of an emerald-green bottle. He caught a fleeting moment of eye contact from the custodian, as if he were aware of the subtle emphasis too – had put it there on purpose as some kind of code for people in the know. 

But Melborn wasn’t in the know. Somewhere deep in the janitor’s eyes, the man was laughing at him.  The agent’s unblinking stare could have fried an egg on the custodian’s face, but there was Nothing about the phrase to question. Nothing he could put his finger on, anyway. Maybe it was just the accent. 

Maybe he was sleep deprived, and just a little paranoid. He kept his mouth shut. 

“Who found the body?” Melborn snapped, suddenly peevish. “And what time?” 

Before the man could answer, Melborn’s phone rang loudly. The janitor looked towards the agent’s pocket as if to ask, Are you going to answer that? 

“Don’t go anywhere, Quiet Dignity,” Melborn leered, and stalked off down the hall. He yanked the phone out of his pocket. 

“Yeah, what?” he spat, accepting the call without bothering to check the caller ID. 

“Christ, someone doesn’t chew his food,” the voice on the other end of the phone spurred. “This is Special Agent Reyes – FBI Field Office, Oakland.” 

“Sorry, it’s been a long day. This is Special Agent Melborn.” 

“I know,” Reyes said, “I called you. Listen, are you somewhere you can talk?” 

“Not quite,” Melborn said, stepping quickly back into Laity’s office and shutting the door, “There, fire away.” 

“Listen – we got results on some of the evidence the local PD pulled from the crime scene. There was a little bit of a mix up in transportation, but we got it sorted out. The handwriting analysis came back phony – I don’t think anybody’s surprised by that. The wound wasn’t consistent with the weapon found in his hand. More interesting, our lab team analyzed the sample lifted from the lipstick on the coffee mug. We have a match. Didn’t have to go far to get it. Are you sitting down?” 

“Lay it on me, Reyes, I’m in no mood for fainting.” Melborn said. 

“Alright,” said Reyes, “now, the lip print wasn’t exactly perfect, but the DNA is a positive match for a ghost.” 

“Ha-ha,” Melborn laughed dryly. 

“I’m serious. The lips and DNA discovered at the crime scene belong to someone who has been presumed dead for more than fifteen years, somebody you ought to be familiar with.”

“I wish you’d drop the showmanship and tell me who to either shoot or arrest.” 

“You’ll regret that attitude,” Reyes promised. “It’s Lily Hope – your ex-partner’s sister.” 

“But she’s…” Melborn started in matter-of-factly.

“Dead, I know.” Reyes cut him off, “And there’s really not many other Hopes that could fit the profile, are there?” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Sunroom by moonlight 

Find yourself outright 

Keep Agent 3 out of sight 

It’s time – tonight’s the night

 

That was all the message contained. 

Eve stared, at first unable to decipher any meaning from the seemingly nonsensical poem. As her tired, battered mind clicked into gear, she recognized Agent 3 as her own call sign, thereby identifying the sender as the same person she’d spoken to on the phone. 

Lily was alive. She had to be. Eve shut her eyes in a silent moment of gratitude. 

But the rest of the four line SMS message was still a mystery. 

Not wanting to get caught while she tried to work out the puzzle, Eve quickly silenced the burner cell and returned it to the pillowcase. She lay back, her eyes wide, staring at the ceiling and repeating the lines to herself. 

Sunroom by moonlight – that was the location. Was there a sunroom for the patients in the psych ward? What could that have to do with Eve’s predicament here? She put a pin in that part and continued on to the next line. 

Find yourself outright – what did that mean? It sounded like more of the sneaky Dr. Salley’s psychobabble. Eve tried to imagine the words coming out of her sister’s mouth instead. 

Find yourself out, right?

That’s the way Lily would have said it. That was more her style. She had a way to help. Eve’s heart pounded with excitement. She was leaping boldly from assumption to conclusion, but in the face of her seemingly inescapable situation, she was willing to throw both risk and logic to the wind. 

Keep Agent 3 out of sight – that meant that Eve had to keep silent, right? 

It’s time – tonight’s the night – That was about as plain as messages could get when Eve thought about the rest of the message. Whatever was going to happen, whatever help Lily had planned to get Eve out, it was happening tonight, by moonlight, in the sunroom, whatever that was. 

It wasn’t a promising plan, but still Eve was determined to take it as far as she could. Anything was better than waiting around here while Dr. Salley put the shrink wrap on her brain. 

She counted down the minutes until she saw the familiar shape of the orderly pass by her little window again. Then, after giving him a cautious moment, she stealthily swung herself out of bed. She desperately wished for a set of normal clothes instead of the baggy hospital gown, but she would just have to work with what she had. 

On silent, socked feet, she crept to the door, flattening herself against the wall in the darkest shadow. She peered out. The hallway through her tiny window looked empty. 

Okay, Eve collected herself with a deep breath, here goes Nothing. 

She pushed open the door of her room. 

The halls were lined by countless identical doors, each with a tiny square window crisscrossed by wires to prevent shattering. As she ventured deeper and deeper into the seemingly endless hospital unit, Eve refused to let herself be overwhelmed. She kept a careful count of her steps and turns so that she wouldn’t get lost in the deep labyrinth of the hospital. It was a little like marching drills. Forward, two, three, four, left, two, three, right, two, three, four, left…

The hallways were illuminated through all hours of the day, although they were switched over a dimmer set during the night shift. Still, Eve felt all too visible and exposed as she crept down the empty hallway. She moved quickly, darting down the hall and scouring the direction board hanging at the first intersection she came to. Her eyes scanned the list of floor and rooms, desperately searching for anything that said “sunroom.” 

There it was. About two-thirds of the way down the list, there was a little tile that said, “Patient Atrium.” The little arrow pointed left. 

Just then, Eve heard the squeak of sneakers on the polished hospital floor. She tensed liked a spooked rabbit, then turned and dashed away down the hallway to the left, not waiting to see who might or might not be coming around the corner. 

She passed one door that, unlike the patient rooms, had no windows. The words “E-Learning Lab” were printed across the plain white and otherwise unmarked door in bold blue letters. Eve didn’t stop, but she made a careful mental note. Any door without windows could be useful later. 

The bathroom doors, likewise, had no windows. Neither did the utility closet or pill supply room, although that door was heavily locked, and Eve suspected the security would be highest where temptation grew sweetest. The padded room – labeled “Unwinding Room” on the door, as if anybody could mistake those rubber walls for anything but what it was – offered an ominous warning, but no help. 

Left, right, left, left again. Eve repeated the pattern, orienting herself to the building with her room as the starting point, slowing her run to a jog. Backwards it would be right, right, left, right. That would get her back to her room, but she didn’t know the way from her room to the outside of the hospital.

She didn’t hear the footsteps anymore. She’d probably made it away quickly and quietly enough to avoid detection, but Eve was still charged with fear and adrenaline. How long would it be before they noticed she wasn’t in her room? 

The atrium would be on the outside of the building, probably on the northern side, where it had access to the most positive and inspirational sun. If she were planning a hospital, Eve thought, that’s where’d she put the atrium. Then again, if she were planning a hospital, there were a number of things she’d do differently, beginning with not drugging and kidnapping her patients. 

Eve turned a final corner and nearly gasped with relief. Ahead about twenty yards was a room with two large windows, each of which had an opaque sun shade drawn over them. Between the massive, obstructed windows was a white door. It read “Atrium.” 

She’d made it. 

Wasting no time, Eve hurried down the hall. She opened the door quietly and slipped inside.

For a moment, she stood with her back against the door, not moving. She hardly dared to breathe. She’d thrown herself into the room because the burner phone had said that was the place. She hadn’t scouted it out first, hadn’t checked for traps. Her chest heaved and her eyes darted over the room. 

During the day, the room would have been filled with glorious natural sunlight. The walls and angled ceilings of the atrium were made of thick glass. For a moment, the sheer relief of seeing the outdoors drove all other thoughts from Eve’s mind. She stumbled like a true mad woman towards a vision of Shangri-La, stopping only when her outstretched fingers touched the cool surface of the glass. 

 Outside, however, instead of the wide world that Eve so longed to see, she found herself looking at a spacious courtyard, with Nothing but more hospital rising up on the other side. Row upon row of faceless, curtained windows frowned at her, a repeating symbol of her unexpected imprisonment. 

In the center of the courtyard, a large oak tree with knotty, gnarled arms grew, a living statue photosynthetically sculpted by the limited light let in from the narrow square of sky above. Around its twisted trunk, concrete benches provided a peaceful, shady place for doctors and nurses to lunch and relax outdoors. By the pale light of the crescent moon, the tree and courtyard looked lonesome and eerie, somehow warped. 

Eve shut her eyes, trying to orient herself. Okay, so it wasn’t as close to freedom as she’d hoped. The only thing to do was orient herself to the situation, and wait for something to happen. 

Eve scanned the courtyard through the windows. The most natural place for a courtyard like this would be in the center, with the oak serving as a fittingly twisted heart and the rest of the hospital built around it. That meant she’d been led away towards the center of the campus, so when orchestrating her escape, any path she took away from the atrium would be true. 

Check. 

It wasn’t much, Eve knew, but it was something. She was herself again, growing more so with every passing minute. 

Turning her back on the glass, Eve surveyed the atrium with care. There was no movement, no sounds of life. Everything was dark, all the furniture cloaked in shadow. There were low chairs with rounded arms spaced at intervals around the perimeter. The shapes looked organic and strange in the dim light. 

Eve took another step into the empty room. 

Suddenly, the nearest of the silhouetted chairs bulged grotesquely. Eve’s eyes, struggling to adjust to the low light after the brightness of the hallway, took an extra second to identify that the shape rising out of the dark chair was human, was female, was familiar…

The figure stepped out into a shaft of moonlight, and once again Eve saw the dyed black hair, the unmistakable green eyes. 

Lily! 

Lily Hope – or Miss Green, or Mrs. Nereus Oughthouse – was dressed in navy blue scrubs of a nurse, with a hospital-monogrammed fleece jacket half-zipped to cover the absence of her nametag. Eve, who’d been subconsciously crouching into her defensive combat stance, sprung suddenly, wrapping her sister in a tight embrace nearly as ferociously as if she’d been attacking her. 

For a moment, Eve didn’t care that she was a prisoner in a corrupted hospital’s psych ward. Her sister – her dear, sweet, crazy sister – was alive. Everything she’d suffered until now and anything more to come would all be worth it, if only she could keep her sister alive and in sight. Her family could be healed. They could all, if not exactly forgive their serial killer father, at least no longer suffer under the suspicion that he’d murdered his own daughter. 

“How are you here?” Eve whispered, practical even in her overwhelming relief. Although they were alone in the room, Eve didn’t want to risk being overheard. Not now that there was so much to lose.

“Let’s say I have a key,” Lily’s simple answer, somehow, didn’t explain anything. 

“You have a key?” 

“Let’s say that.” Lily held her sister by the shoulders, smiling into her face with laughter buried deep in her green eyes. 

“You survived the explosion?” Eve asked in a happy whisper. 

“I was thrown backward through the trellis. Scratched up pretty bad and I broke a rib, but otherwise I’m okay. Takes more than that to kill a Hope, right?” The scabbed wounds that lined her face confirmed her story. 

“Said the woman who’s been dead for years,” Eve replied with a light bite in her whisper. 

“You don’t take any pride in it, do you?” Lily whispered, “Being the descendants of a famous killer?”

“What?” Eve was shocked, “No, of course not.”  She expressed her disgust by casually turning the page of her book. “Why, do you?” 

“A little,” Lily admitted. “I used to be more into it, especially during the headache years. It made me feel kind of special, in a twisted sort of way. I was pretty messed up for a while. What about you? Have they been treating you horribly?”

“They’re trying to shrink my head,” Eve replied, “and doing a pretty good job of it, too. They’ve been dosing me with ketamine in the IV drip. I wasn’t even sure that I really saw you until now.” 

“Well, here I am,” Lily said. “I dragged you into all this. I’m not going to leave you hanging out to dry. Here.” She tossed Eve a set of navy-blue scrubs identical to her own. 

“You were able to hang on to the phone I gave you, right?” Lily asked while Eve hurriedly changed. That should have been proof that I was still alive.”

“Yes,” Eve said, pulling the drawstring of the pants and knotting it tight. “Yes, it should have.” She felt more like herself with a set of clothes on, even if they weren’t her own.  Looking intently at her sister, she said, “Listen, Lily, we’ve got to get out of here. I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but we’re not safe here.” 

“I know,” Lily said. “That’s why I’m here. I still owe you an answer, and it looks like you could use a little help getting out of here.” 

Eve took a step back, studying her sister. Now that the initial shock and relief had time to settle somewhat, the weight of their predicament settled once more on her shoulders. 

“What were you going to tell me?” Eve asked, “Before we got blown up, you were starting to tell me about this investment circle. Were you talking about Greenway?” 

“Greenway’s part of it,” Lily said in a hushed voice, “but it’s bigger than that. There’s a reason Greenway had the success record they claimed.”

Reaching into the dark folds of her coat, Lily pulled out a necklace from under her shirt and over her head. Eve took an instinctive step forward, peering at the dark, small shape that hung from the silver link chain. 

It was a USB memory stick. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Miss X stood in the corner of the dimly lit wine cellar, gazing stoically at the fly that had fallen so easily into her web. 

The young agent had been stripped down his shorts and undershirt and was now slumped in a rigid chair. His hands were bound tightly behind the high wooden back, and his legs were fastened to those of the chair. He groaned, rolling his head, uncomfortable even in sleep. Miss X had instructed Hardy and Zilch to use razor-sharp steel wire instead of zip-ties in case her prey woke up and got the urge to pull. Any sudden movements and the poor boy would break skin. 

The lights in the room, like nearly everything else, were under Miss X’s careful and explicit control. She kept the overheads dim, except for a single spotlight which shone brightly in the agent’s face. He would remain blind to everything that happened until Miss X commanded the lights to move. The time would come. 

Around the perimeter of the expansive and entirely subterranean basement, wine barrels were stacked row upon row, reaching higher up than any cellar had a right to go. The mansion’s deep, ancestral wine cellar was long out of use for its original purpose, although the massive drum barrels came in handy for storage, in various capacities. 

On a table, well out of sight and reach of the knocked-out agent, his gun, badge, and clothes all sat in a neat, orderly row. Beside them, a recently bleached butterfly knife lay folded and dormant, patiently awaiting the time when it would be flipped and spun out into use again. 

The only other item on the table was a curiously decorated ski mask. The fabric was black, the same shade as Miss X’s clothes and gloves, and there were strange lifelike eyes patched at various places all over the mask. They stared blankly in all directions from the table. In it, Miss X thought, she looked truly angelic. 

All that blood – Miss X licked her lips, imagining the torrent that would pour from the vivacious, albeit naïve, young agent. The sheer sensation of excess that she would feel as she watched it pour out, wasted, on the floor would approach orgasmic. She would hardly crack a smile. 

The two men, Zilch and Hardy, sat silently at a table on the far side of the room. Zilch was tall, dark, and built like a human juggernaut. His gargantuan size was exaggerated by comparison to Hardy’s unremarkable stature. Zilch and Hardy were mirror opposites, like a yin and yang of manic violence. Hardy laughed without cause. Zilch hadn’t smiled in four months. Both men killed without flinching, sometimes converging with frighteningly coordinated duality on the same victim.

These two dangerous maniacs played a strange role in Miss X’s already strange existence. On paper, they were her personal assistants. Better than deaf servants, both men were certifiably insane, which made them utterly uncredible witnesses. Miss X had numerous medical experts lined up to attest to the unsoundness of their testimony, should her boys ever fall under arrest. 

If that failed, there was always the cyanide option she’d paid to have installed in their molars when she took them under her, well, “employ” was probably the nicest word for it. The secret to which even her domesticated lunatics were kept ignorant was that the cyanide in their teeth could be administered by a remote, which Miss X kept on her person at all times. A simple press of the button would detonate tiny amounts of plastic explosives, breaking the calcified barrier between the poison and her unsuspecting victims. 

Miss X fingered the remote absently, gazing at her psychotic help across the room. It was a little thing, about the size and shape of a stick of chewing gum. She wore it on a silver chain around her neck. It was often mistaken for an exotic charm tablet, or a dog whistle. The button was Nothing more than a faint indentation. The weapon was perfect, and to anyone else it would look as though her loyal servants had broken their own teeth, choosing death over the dishonor of capture. 

Hardy laughed compulsively at Nothing. Miss X scowled, her fingers tightening ever so slightly around the slim, silver remote. He didn’t know what he was doing, she reminded herself. His barking laughter was no more an expression of will than a nervous tic. Still, she thought, there would be a quiet smugness when the time finally came to press the button. Then they’d see who laughed last. 

Miss X let go of the remote, tucking it carefully down the neck of her black blouse. Her coat, slacks, and heels were all the same shade, shimmering slightly in the dim light of the cellar like the feathers of an oversized crow as she walked towards the man bound so cruelly to the chair. 

There were two distinct possibilities in Miss X’s mind. Either the thief, Lily Hope, had succeeded in handing off the stolen memory stick before the bomb went off, or she hadn’t. 

If she had succeeded in making the handoff, that meant that Eve had it when the tea garden went up. Whether she’d been able to hold on to it during the explosion remained to be seen. It had not turned up during Eve’s physical – Miss X had been there herself to make sure of that – and it had not been heaped in her with her belongings. 

The more likely alternative was that Eve either had not been given the memory stick at all, or otherwise had lost it in the explosion. The trusted sanitation crew that Miss X had put in charge of sweeping and rebuilding the damaged area of the city grid had so far turned up no memory stick. That meant that it was either still with Lily Hope, or hidden elsewhere. 

That information was critical, because once again Miss X had lost track of Lily Hope. She scowled at the thought of the wretched girl. She’d waltzed into the operation halfway in, when all the heavy lifting and muscle work was done. She’d swept the game off its feet with tremendous skill, to be sure, but she’d done so coasting on the groundwork Miss X had laid, and now she was paying none of the tributes she owed. 

Was it possible to hope that Lily and the memory stick had both been incinerated beyond recognition in the explosion? 

No. As much joy as that fantasy brought her, Miss X knew that it was wishful thinking. There would been some remainder of the body left behind. The inconvenient truth was that Lily Hope, perhaps with the help of her FBI agent sister, had once again wriggled away, making free with the memory stick, and making a fool of Miss X. 

Well, not for long. She would find her way to Lily Hope one way or another, by whatever means necessary. She would stop at Nothing. 

The agent was beginning to come awake, groaning and rolling his head with increased agitation. Miss X suppressed a smile tightly to the very corners of her lips as she saw his forearms flex and recoil, finding the wires. The snare was working exactly as she’d designed, tightening against even the slightest resistance. 

“Lucas,” Miss X whispered the agent’s name, leaning over his shoulder. His head was still slumped forward. He jerked drunkenly at the sound of his name, wincing with pain. His eyes flickered open and crossed. He leaned forward and was sick. The wires cut his arms as he heaved. The first red droplets of blood appeared on his pale skin. 

“Where…” Hobbes mumbled, throwing his head back in an unimpressive attempt to look around. He landed with his ear on his shoulder, a trail of bile and saliva dribbling from his lips. “Where the hell am I?” 

“Lucas Hobbes,” Miss X said the agent’s name again, moving her head to the other side of the chair but still not coming around the front. She wasn’t foolish enough to show the agent her face, and there was no need to take the risk before the right time. Anyway, that’s what her legally insane servants were for. She hissed her question in the agent’s ear from behind the curtain, her voice echoing eerily in the expansive cellar, “Do you know where it is?” 

Miss X recoiled only slightly as the agent vomited again. Ketamine sickness was not unusual. Miss X had been around it plenty, both in the criminal and the recreational capacity. On top of that, while she was not really certified as a nurse, she was trained enough to pass as one. She was a far cry from squeamish. She had to be. 

“Where what is?” Hobbes managed to ask, gasping for air as the heaves subsided again. He jerked his head around again, this time with a little more control. His metabolism was making shorter work of the drug than Miss X had anticipated. No matter. He was in place, and he wasn’t going anywhere. His only choice, if he didn’t want to die with slit wrists, was to hold perfectly still. 

“You know what it is,” Miss X intoned, retreating a pace or two back into the shadows, “You know where it is. You will tell me what you know. You will tell me everything.” 

“The first thing I know,” Hobbes said weakly, “is that I’m a federal agent. That means –” he burped, swallowed, took a moment to collect himself, “that means you’re making one hell of a mistake.” 

Miss X laughed. It was just a chuckle at first, but it grew into a shrill, spiteful cackle that echoed off the impenetrable underground walls. Hobbes grimaced, struggling valiantly against his bonds, but no matter how he wriggled and writhed, he could not see the laughing woman. That made her laugh all the harder. 

“It’s only a matter of time before my partner comes looking for me,” Hobbes hissed. “Whoever you are and whatever you think you’re going to get out of me, you’re working against the clock.” 

“No, you silly boy,” Miss X said through her laughter, “I am the clock. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Your partner is safe, well taken care of there at the hospital. She’ll stay there until I get the thing I’m looking for – just like you’ll stay here.” 

“You can keep me here as long as you want,” Hobbes growled, straining to bring his eyes into focus as he searched in vain for Miss X’s face among the shadows. “You can tie me to this chair and cut my skin with wires. It won’t do you any good. You’re just wasting time until you get caught. I have Nothing to tell you.” 

“Yes,” Miss X mused, still chortling with the dying echoes of laughter, “precisely.” She gave a shrill whistle, drawing the sharp attention of Zilch and Hardy. She snapped her fingers, giving some pre-arranged signal, and the larger of her trained lunatics rose, wraithlike in the murky gloom. He shuffled away, ascending a stone staircase in a dark corner of the cellar. Zilch vanished through the door at the top, only to reappear a moment later carrying a small black case with a clasp. 

Hardy laughed nervously, not moving from his place at the table, eyeing the case which Zilch carried as nonchalantly as a telephone poleman swinging his lunch pail. The behemoth lurched through slowly shifting shafts of sunlight without so much as glancing at the prisoner, although Hobbes was following the giant man’s movement with terror in his eyes. 

Zilch set the case down on the table beside Hobbes’s repossessed belongings and the folded knife. He unlatched the case, opened the lid, then ducked his head respectfully to Miss X, backing away from the offering he’d laid ceremoniously on the table. Miss X approached coolly, without a word of thanks, and inspected the item in the case. She did not touch it. 

“Do it,” she said simply, and stepped away from the table.

“Do what?” the lunatic asked. The question was protocol. He asked it whenever he was given instructions. Miss X’s answer was, for legal purposes, always the same.

“Nothing.” 

Zilch bowed again, once more stepping forward and reaching into the case. He pulled out a syringe with a long, fine needle. The plunger was pulled back and the chamber was loaded with a mysterious, clear compound. 

“What is that?” Hobbes stammered, his eyes bugging nearly out of his head as the giant stepped forward, clutching the needle in his massive, sausage-like thumb and forefingers. 

“Nothing to be afraid of,” Miss X answered, still invisible in the shadows behind the agent’s chair. “Just a little sodium pentothal to help you find your voice.” 

It was nearly showtime, Miss X thought. Once the drug was administered, then the agent would really be within her clutches. He would try to fight the effects of the Cold War era truth serum, to be sure, but the injection would make it impossible for the young man to hold his tongue. Hers was the artful task of directing the unstoppable train of his thoughts in a useful direction once the dam was broken. This was where she danced. 

“You know,” Hobbes slurred, still woozy from the heavy sedative, the bright light in his eyes, and the shock of the abduction, “Using truth serum in an investigation is legally considered torture. It’s against the Geneva convention. You’ll go to prison for the rest of your life.” 

“Who will?” Miss X laughed, and nodded to the Zilch. “You’re all alone here, Lucas Hobbes. This all happening in your mind. There’s Nothing in the cellar with you.” Miss X’s malicious cackle was accompanied by the braying, gulping laughter of Hardy. 

Against all this macabre merriment, the unsmiling Zilch bore down on the agent without hesitation, pushing Hobbes’s head to one side with an oar-sized hand, exposing the side of his neck. He pushed the long needle easily into the agent’s thick, throbbing vein. Hobbes, too weak and bound to struggle effectively, shut his eyes, and ground his teeth as the silent giant depressed the plunger, emptying the syringe into his bloodstream. 

“On the generous assumption you make it out of here alive, Lukey-boy, I think you’ll have a hard time convincing anybody this really happened. Everyone at the hospital saw the way your partner’s psychological spiral led you into your own delusions and paranoia. Besides,” Miss X laughed, lifting the eye-covered mask from the table, and fitting it on the crown of her head with nimble fingers, “with a history like yours, the ketamine is going to be a hard strike against you.” 

Hobbes cringed, looking around wildly for the source of the voice. Still, the spotlight kept him blinded, vulnerable, seen. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hobbes said, trying to put steely toughness in his voice, but he was visibly shaken by the last. Miss X allowed herself a rare smile. Her research had paid off. Like the Cheshire cat vanishing into the night, Miss X’s leering grin would be the last thing to vanish as she pulled on the ski mask.  

“Oh, come now,” Miss X said, her voice slightly muffled by the thick, mouthless mask. Her piercing green eyes showed through the stitch-hemmed eyeholes in the black cotton. It was almost time. She could feel the moment coming, like a musical crescendo building towards a climax. “There’s Nothing here to be ashamed of. It’s all in your head, remember? We know all about your little dance with the amphetamine dragon. That Adderall addiction got pretty real senior year, didn’t it? Oh, I’m sure it helped you cram for finals. I’m sure it made your brain feel nice and buzzy when you played chess. And I’m sure you feel like a big, strong man for kicking the habit when you joined the FBI. Sure, why shouldn’t you be proud? After all, it only took you three rounds of rehab. How many months? How many thousands of dollars?” 

“Who told you that?” Hobbes asked, clearly shaken. His eyes were wide as the sodium pentothal solution, plus a little boost of dextroamphetamine she’d added for flavor, mixed with the remnants of the ketamine charging through his bloodstream. Sweat was pouring off his body under the steadily alternating light and shadow of the fan. “I thought that stuff was supposed to be anonymous.”

“Poor little pill boy,” Miss X cooed, extending the tip of her black-gloved finger to caress the handle of her butterfly knife, “They’ll all look at you with pity, and a little disgust, when they realize you’ve relapsed. Sixty percent of junkies do, you know. Work is hard – you just wanted to be the best little agent you could. Your partner was locked up. You had to step up and fly solo, so you took a little pharmaceutical help and, well, it got a little out of hand. It’s been known to happen.”

“It’s not true,” Hobbes said, his veins pumping against his skin. He thrashed against his bonds, no longer caring that they were digging deeper and deeper into his forearms. “You’re a liar.” 

Under the mask, Miss X’s jaw clenched. She grinned, briefly imagining the carnal sensation of ripping the man apart with her teeth. Instead, she gently picked up the butterfly knife from the table. She felt the weight of the weapon in her hand, hefted it comfortably, like shaking hands with an old friend. Then she opened her phone and set the light controls. The mental countdown began with metronome precision: ten…nine…eight…

“I can’t be a liar – I’m Nothing at all. You did have a pill addiction that plagued you through your teens and early twenties. You’re afraid that your coworkers will find out, that you’ll lose your job, your status, your big boy gun. To make sure that doesn’t happen, you’re going to tell me where exactly where it is and how to get it from her.” Miss X jeered, knowing that the agonizing agent would not be capable of holding his tongue, unless he went as far as to bite it off. Wouldn’t that be a humorous turn of events? A mute witness to his own execution. Seven…six…five…four…

“Nothing is happening to you now,” said Miss X, stepping with – three – perfectly – two – seamless – one – timing out in front of the helpless agent. The lights went off. The cellar was pitch black. 

It was time at last. Let the show begin. Let them all see Nothing.

The spotlight returned, and she was standing before the frightened Hobbes in her full and terrible disguise, a black specter of death with a head completely covered by uncanny eyes. Her emerald-green irises stared through the holes in the mask, lost in the unblinking scatter that stared out in all directions from her well-shaped skull.  

Moving with eerie, silent grace, she flipped the butterfly knife open and shut, passing it back and forth between her hands and around her body in a smooth, hypnotic rhythm. She vanished, appeared, vanished once more as the spotlight became a slowly blinking strobe, never missing a beat with her blade. She spoke to Hobbes in a stirring, seductive voice, although the four commands she gave were chilling. Although she spoke to the agent in an empty room, she raised her voice as if addressing the entire globe. 

“You will know Nothing. You will fear Nothing. You will remember Nothing. You will serve Nothing.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

 

“What am I looking at?” Eve asked. 

“The keystone on which everything rides,” Lily said, holding the memory stick up on the end of the chain so they could both gaze at its black plastic simplicity. “Funny to think something so little could have such an effect on people.” 

“What is it?” Eve asked, leaning closer to inspect the memory stick. There didn’t appear to be any marks or indicators on the casing, Nothing to identify who owned the thumb-drive or what was stored on it. 

Before she answered, Lily held out the USB for Eve to take. The chain ran through her fingers like water, piling up in Eve’s waiting palm. 

“In order to explain the answer I promised you,” Lily said, “I have to tell you a story.” 

“Is now really the time?” Eve whispered, glancing once more at the door of the darkened atrium. The large windows to their right, too, now looked more like an exposure risk than an escape plan. 

“If they catch us here, they’ll just walk you back to your bed,” Lily replied dismissively. 

“And take the USB.” 

“Good point,” Lily said, “Better hide it in your intimates for the time being. This is the safest place for us to talk right now. I’ll give you the synopsis, and we can save the details for when we’re both free and clear of this trainwreck.” 

Eve hesitated for a moment, then ducked her head and looped the chain around her neck, tucking the plastic USB down under the high neck of her scrubs. That was as secure as it could be, under the circumstances. The plastic case of the thumb-drive against her skin was still warm from her sister’s body heat.  

“What’s on the flash drive?” Eve asked for what felt like millionth time. Her impatience was compounded by the growing feeling that somebody was going to come open the door and check on the room. “Let me guess – Knobby’s secret business model and confidential client information?” 

“Not quite,” Lily replied. Now that she wasn’t wearing the chain link memory stick, she looked as though she were standing a few pounds lighter. The life in her eyes twinkled a little brighter. “Listen, when I met Knobby, he was working on a secret project. He didn’t tell me about it right away, of course, but by the time we got married, he was confiding nearly everything in me.”

“What kind of a project?” Eve asked. 

“He was trying to design a new kind of software, a program that not only interacted with a foreign system but actually copied itself into the code, creating a virtual puppet of itself within the other system’s lines of code. It’s called SPHYNX, with a Y instead of an I.” 

Eve’s eyebrows bunched together as she processed this, feeling the light weight of the USB around her neck. SPHYNX? Why did that sound familiar? 

 “So, what’s it used for?” she asked, her fingers touching the shape of the plastic case beneath her scrubs. 

“Anything you can imagine, and probably more,” Lily replied. “It’s an incredibly complex tool, capable of commanding long chains of unique actions through multiple systems and devices, orchestrating them all together into a single, simple user interface. It could be used to bring things like air traffic control or city planning into the scope of a single user. It could also be used to worm past security systems, or to make changes to personal, financial, and medical records without leaving any trace of tampering. The program works by attaching pieces of its own code to any open response prompt in the system’s firewall. The magic of this program is that those fragments of code, even if they’re stored in the foreign system as incorrect responses, find each other within the program, linking together essentially into a tiny copy of the original program that follows commands based on the original but fools the foreign system into thinking the actions are its own.” 

Eve brain reeled as she tried to follow what her sister was explaining. The implications, if Eve understood correctly, were mind boggling. Since the dawn of the internet age, almost everything had made the transfer into the digital sphere: records, photographs, security systems, military operations, political campaigns. 

Money.

“So it works like a universal master key?” 

“And an invisible one at that,” Lily nodded. 

“And this is Knobby’s innovation?” 

“Not exactly,” Lily said. “That’s where this story gets gritty. By the time I met Knobby, he had already been collecting members of his project group. Greenway, like I said, served as a kind of scouting system for his real passion project – The Circle.” 

“The Circle?” 

“Knobby, and a few of his trusted friends, picked out what they saw as the cream of the crop from the steady flow of half-baked, garage lab inventors, artists, start-up entrepreneurs, thinkers, and coders that passed eagerly through the doors of Greenway with the next world-changing idea. They had amassed a team of six by the time Knobby and I got married: Salley, Proteus, Harry, Yuri, Nereus, and…” Lily cut her sentence short. 

Salley, Eve thought.

“Wait,” Eve said, holding up a finger, “That was only five. What happened to the last letter?” 

“Nothing,” Lily said, eyeing Eve to see if she had picked up on the puzzle. It took the agent a moment to catch on, but once she did it was short work. Salley, Proteus, Harry, Yuri, Nereus. S.P.H.Y.N…

“Oh,” Eve said drolly, “cute. Who’s X?” 

Lily touched her nose. 

“That’s the unaskable question.” She sighed, looking away from Eve’s face. “Nobody knows. I know Nothing. You know Nothing. Knobby knew Nothing. Nobody knew anything – but she was as much a member as anybody else.” 

“She?” 

“Yeah,” Lily said, “Knobby had a flare for showmanship, mystery, intrigue. He told me once that his guilty pleasure was attending seances, although he swore he didn’t believe it any more than a good magic trick. Knobby knew the importance of keeping people entertained, keeping them in a sense of whimsical wonder. Beyond the value of keeping their focus, if they were willing to engage with something they didn’t fully understand, it allowed him space to operate towards his own ends.” 

“What kind of ends?” 

Lily eyed Eve carefully. The silence hung long between them. 

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Eve said at last, with the tone of peeved exasperation that only sisters can take with each other, “You’re still worried about whether you can trust me with sensitive information? For Christ’s sake, Lily, I’m the one trying to solve your husband’s murder. I seem to be the only one interested in finding out what really happened to him, and you’re worried about sharing critical information.” 

“Shh!” Lily hissed urgently, flashing her eyes toward the door. “Keep your voice down.” 

Eve was silent as, in unison, they moved into the darker corner of the moonlit atrium. They watched the windows which, although covered by the sun shades, would show the silhouette of an approaching person with perfect, shadow puppet clarity. 

A moment of tense silence passed. 

When it seemed that their cover was not blown, Eve silently urged her sister to continue. Lily did so in a coarse whisper. 

“Knobby and his friends got a little weird, especially when it came to the SPHYNX project. Knobby said privately that, while Greenway was his contribution to his family legacy, SPHYNX was his real contribution to the world. Even so, the group had strange security measures in place, a kind of plausible deniability that kept them from divulging too much. That’s where the X in SPHYNX becomes critical.”

The USB around Eve’s neck felt a little heavier as her sister went on. 

“The innovative possibilities alone make it worth a fortune, as virtual synthesis with human singularity becomes an approaching reality. That’s before you consider all the ways it could applied. Governments and cyber criminals alike across the globe are already clamoring at the rumors, even the merest ripples of the secret that have leaked out through the underground forums.”

Eve couldn’t help herself. She pulled the USB out of her shirt and gazed at it. The flash drive looked so innocent – so breakable. One boot heel and the governments and cyber criminals of the world would be clamoring for Nothing. The temptation swam in front of Eve’s mind, but something held her back. She didn’t understand her position well enough to make a rash move like that, even if her search-and-destroy instincts commanded her to crush it like the head of a snake. 

Instead, she tucked it back into the safety of her bosom. 

“I’m not sure I’m following – who is X?”

“X was the absence of a person. A concept, an Avant Garde art piece in the center of his techno-corporate empire. The point was there was no solo creator, no single person that could take responsibility for the unique power that SPHYNX wields. In order to avoid a power grab, they collectively agreed that nobody would take credit. They got cutesy about how they would avoid claiming their part in the project. They decided that, if anybody asked what they had contributed to SPHYNX, they would invariably say ‘Nothing.’” 

The intensity of Lily’s eye contact seemed to increase as she put a delicate, almost reverent emphasis on the word. 

“It was a kind of joke, I think, but by the time I came on the scene it had become sort of like a religion. The Circle was an actual circle – six chairs arranged around a seventh. That was the center, Knobby said. The five members of the Circle sat in the chairs, and the person they were interviewing sat in the seventh chair in the middle.”

“Wait, what happens with the sixth chair?” Eve stopped her sister’s story. 

“Nothing,” Lily replied, giving the word the same mysterious emphasis, and staring at Eve like she was trying to read a newspaper on the interior of her skull. “If the pitch went poorly, the chair remained empty and the interviewee was politely dismissed.” 

“What happened if the pitch went well?” 

“Then the religion got really weird. There was a rite of passage, a real theatrical production I’m told, although nobody other than the Circle and the member being initiated were allowed to see. Knobby described it to me once, before he disappeared…” 

“Easy, Lily,” Eve said, reaching to put a comforting hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Your husband was playing a high stakes game. Whatever the truth is about his death, I’m sure it’s not your fault for opening yourself to him as a confidant.” 

Lily’s face was contorted with emotion, although Eve noticed yet again that her eyes remained dry. Perhaps tears simply weren’t in their blood. 

“Right,” Lily managed at last, composing herself with some effort, “I’m not going to lie, what he said about the initiation almost frightened me into running away. Maybe I didn’t quite believe him, or attributed it to his eccentricity. There’s a single security camera that only Knobby knows about or has access to. He never even let me see it, and honestly I’m not sure I want to.” 

“Why?” Eve asked tenuously, “What goes on?” A thousand horrifying scenarios flashed through her head as her imagination and macabre experience worked in tandem. She shuddered to think of what monsters hid behind the masks, and how close they’d been in proximity to her sister. 

“Well, if the Circle voted unanimously, Knobby said that the lights would cut out. When they came back on, there was a person in the sixth chair. That was X.” 

“Did Knobby say anything else about this ‘X’?” Eve asked. 

“Only that X was a woman, all black from head to toe, at all times. She remained totally concealed, even when she made an appearance for the initiation.” Lily paused, failing to suppress a fearful shudder. “Oh, and she had eyes all over her head.” 

“What?” 

“That’s what Knobby told me. What the hell am I supposed to make of that? Weird shit, right? Anyway, this multi-eyed woman brings out a glass bowl and a ceremonial knife. There’s some kind of oath that Knobby wouldn’t repeat to me, and the initiated member is cut with the knife. The blood is collected in the bowl and…” Lily was talking fast, and Eve could see even in the moonlight that her sister had gone very pale. 

“What is it?” she prodded gently. 

“X drinks it.” 

“Without a mouth?” Eve’s logic threw up immediate walls in the face of the story. She would not let herself be frightened by legends and ghoulish stories. She wouldn’t. 

Lily shrugged. 

“That was Knobby’s favorite game. He’d do things in such a bizarre way that, even if somebody tried to describe what they’d seen, nobody would believe them. He really built up the symbolism around it, too – the empty chair, the all-seeing void for whom the artists, architects, and visionaries of the future must bleed if they want to achieve success. His office could probably rival the Vatican for relics. He was a devout and authentic member of his own pseudo-religion, as far as I could tell.” 

Eve raised her eyebrows. Religion? She wondered. Sounds more like a cult, or some kind of new age coven. She said Nothing, waiting for her sister to clarify. She’d always had a flare for the dramatic herself. Perhaps that’s why the love between Lily and Knobby had been so real. 

“So,” Eve whispered, leaning in, “did you ever find out who played the role of X? Who drank the members’ blood?” 

“I never found out for sure, and of course nobody would admit there was anything except the absence of a person in the chair, but I suspect the woman in the costume was one of Knobby’s old girlfriends. From the way they talked, I get the sense that the Circle was a little bit of a different scent before Knobby settled down. She was hardly ever around, of course. She couldn’t be, otherwise people would start to put together that whole thing was a production.”

“You don’t have any names?” Eve asked, a little crestfallen. 

“Of his exes?” Lily sighed. “Sorry, there were too many before me, and too many nicknames. I could never keep track, and I never thought I’d care to.”

A jealous ex, slighted out of billions of dollars and a favored position with the elite, exclusive Circle; now that’s a motive. Eve wished she could get her hands on the Pinkerton File, but that was still a few too many steps ahead. 

“What about in the Greenway financial records? Was X compensated for her role? Beyond the all you can drink hemoglobin bar?” Eve was stuck on the idea. All the alarms were going off in her head. Serial killer! Serial killer! Find the vampire; even if it’s an act, it’s 9 to10 odds that psycho turned her bloodlust on the group that denied her literal existence. It was a perfect disguise, one comprised completely of other people’s delusional unwillingness to admit that she was in the room with them. 

“That was the point of everything,” Lily said, a melancholic note affecting her whisper. “There was supposed to be no credit involved. No owner, no profit. Simply an advanced tool that was going to be unleashed upon the world. Can you imagine?” 

For a moment, the brightness of Lily’s eyes as she stared a thousand yards into Nothing, imagining the vision she’d shared with her husband and this strange team, broke through her gloom. “A tool open sourced to the whole world – suddenly everybody would have access to their own information, as well as everybody else’s. It would be total chaos, perhaps. Or it would be the dawn of a new age. Either way, don’t you think it would bring about change?”

Eve was too stunned to react. It sounded like cyber-terrorism to her ears. Lily went on gloomily. 

“Of course, that was before Knobby disappeared. Now everything’s going belly-up. The temple is empty, and I’m left to the ring the bells for no one.” 

“What happened to the others?” 

“Dead,” Lily replied shortly, “or soon to be. Without Knobby, I was the only one left to hold the group together. I’m afraid I failed terribly in that task, but I was too distraught to be any good at running a company, especially a complicated organization like that. I certainly wasn’t going to bleed anybody. I did my best, but the group started to fall apart organically, or so I thought.  Yuri overdosed on heroin on his private island two years after Knobby disappeared. Those that are left are dead men walking – like me.” 

“Don’t say things like that,” Eve started, the paused. “Wait – does that mean you were a member?” 

“Not at first. Only after Knobby vanished. Then I became CEO of the whole shindig.” 

“Hmm,” Eve said. Now wasn’t the moment for suspicion, but she couldn’t turn off her instincts. Whenever there was a massive transfer of money and power like that, Eve was trained to hunt for motive. “Did that ruffle any feathers?” 

“Nobody said as much, but the group did fall apart right afterwards, before the project reached its final stage. I feel like I kind of Yoko-ed the group, but that’s not my fault. I didn’t do anything to get in the way. I didn’t really ask for any of this. I just never said no. People seemed to get that, before they started dying.” 

“It’s not too late to do good,” Eve said in a reassuring whisper. “You can help me find out who killed Knobby, and find out if it’s related to Yuri’s overdose. Anybody else from the Circle turned up dead in the past six years?” 

“Harry,” Lily said with another shake of her head, “the legal genius that made the Circle possible from a logistical standpoint. He died the day after Knobby’s body surfaced, the same day I got that business card in the mail. I know what it means. Whoever is doing this wants it to look like I killed the group and then myself, and there’s Nothing I can do about it.” 

Lily laughed, a manic, barking sound that made Eve flinch and look towards the door again. 

“That’s not quite true,” Eve said. “You managed to find me in the middle of all this. You managed to smuggle the most precious piece of code in the world into a highly guarded hospital. You wouldn’t have gone to the trouble if you didn’t believe there was still a chance to make things right.” 

“Making things right is one thing,” Lily replied, “staying alive is another.” 

All at once, both women froze in place. From the hallway, not directly outside the door but too close for comfort, they could hear the sound of two men talking to each other. Their voices were just slightly too muffled to hear, but Eve got the impression that one was briefing the other. 

Changing of the guards, she thought. That could mean trouble. A new patrol might be inclined to go around checking rooms. He might notice that Eve’s was vacated. For that matter, he might walk right into the atrium with a flashlight and look around. 

Eve motioned for her sister to remain where she was, small and concealed in the shadowy corner, while she herself moved stealthily towards the door. She positioned herself just inside, her back to the doorjamb, ready to spring the moment the door was opened. 

She heard the footsteps approaching, and steadied her breathing. Her muscles tensed into a combat stance, every nerve strung tight, ready to let fly at the first sign of danger. 

The door opened. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Melborn stalked through the doors of the FBI Field Office, depositing the butt of his second to last Pall Mall in the concrete ashtray outside the front door. He exhaled the last plume of smoke and entered through automatic sliding doors. 

The field office, like all the FBI buildings, were kept AC chilled almost no matter what the weather was like. He breathed the familiar crisp, dry lungful as he came in. No matter what field office he was in, the air was the same. 

A man with slick black hair and a dark ochre-brown complexion appeared suddenly by the agent’s side only moments after he entered the main lobby of the field office. 

“Agent Melborn, I presume,” the man said, extending his hand. Melborn, who hadn’t seen the man approaching, shook the hand reluctantly. “I’m Special Agent Reyes. We spoke on the phone.” 

Reyes had a strong, somewhat sweaty grip. Melborn eyed the man with suspicion behind his unreadably stoic façade. 

“Right,” Melborn released the man’s hand and jammed his fists in his pockets, “Listen, are you sure your lab rats didn’t make some kind of mistake? That DNA result doesn’t really check with the image I’ve been building in my head of this case.” 

“You can talk to the lab rats yourself, if it’ll ease your conscience, but I think you might have to face some uncomfortable facts about your old partner – or at least her family.”

Melborn scowled at this. Not too long ago, he’d shared a similar mindset to that of Agent Reyes. His suspicious nature had led him to assume the worst until proven otherwise, and Eve Hope had been notoriously secretive about her family life. Her father, after all, was the notorious Swallowtail Killer. Now, a prominent defense attorney turns up dead, stabbed in the neck with a butterfly knife no less, and once again Hope DNA is found at the scene of the crime. 

There was something about the way that Reyes had delivered the lead about the DNA that sounded a faint alarm in Melborn’s mind. He was a little too eager to prove that a Hope had been at the crime scene – but why?

He didn’t like the insinuation, but Melborn was a man who called things as he saw them. DNA was DNA. However it had come to be at the scene of the crime, a member of the Hope family was tied to the lawyer’s murder, somehow, some way. 

Melborn massaged his temples with his thumb and middle finger. He couldn’t believe that his own partner would commit a murder like that – but then again, why had she been to California to begin with? The story that Eve told in the hospital about an affair with a married man had flagged as a cover story, of that much Melborn felt sure, but cover for what? He’d been shuffled out of the room before he’d had a chance to pry further. Was it possible that the strange, naughty lie had been told to cover up a darker, dirtier secret? 

Melborn shook off the thought with a shudder, but he could feel it following him at a close distance as Reyes led the way through the field office. The two agents entered a small but heavily furnished laboratory where three scientists in lab coats bustled about their business. 

“Who’s in charge here?” Melborn asked the room in general. A woman with sandy blonde hair starting to whiten around her temples stepped forward, eyeing Melborn as if she’d seen a thousand agents on a thousand hot cases and didn’t find him or his particularly impressive. Melborn gave her a flat, emotionless stare right back. 

“Lacey Ciceroni, PhD,” the woman said, her tone robotic and her spine ramrod straight. Her glasses were perched severely on the bridge of her nose, and she tilted her head back at a slight angle to look at the agents. 

“Special Agent Melborn, Organized Crime, Las Vegas,” Melborn introduced himself with a perfunctory flash of his badge. Ciceroni glanced down at it and back to the agent’s face. 

“Your lab ran a DNA test on a cup recovered from the scene of Harold Laity’s murder – the sample was lifted from a lipstick print, I believe.” 

“That’s right,” Dr. Ciceroni replied, “was there something wrong with the results?” 

“Yes,” Melborn said, neither accusing nor diminishing, “according to your analysis, that DNA belongs to a woman presumed more than fifteen years dead,” 

“So?” Dr. Ciceroni cut him off, “The sample that we tested could have been collected at any time. Stored in a cool enough environment, the DNA would be preserved forever.” 

“Are you suggesting that the DNA was applied to lipstick from a blood sample?” Melborn wrinkled his nose with disgust. Dr. Ciceroni’s expression did not change. 

“That’s one possibility,” the woman nodded.

“It’s got to be a plant,” Melborn said, half to himself. 

“Woah there, cowboy. How do you figure?” Reyes stepped in with an easy grin. A little too easy, Melborn thought. 

Melborn turned with lugubrious slowness to face Reyes, squinting at the agent. There was something definitely off here. Just like in the hospital, Melborn had the explicit yet indefinable feeling that he was being pushed away from some piece of critical information. 

Pushed, perhaps, in the direction of a more desirable conclusion. 

But more desirable to whom? 

Cool it, Melborn. Don’t let the paranoia own you. Follow your gut with your brain, and your brain with your arm. 

“Let’s say the blood was organic, maybe she’d flossed that morning and her gums were bleeding. Why would she kill a man, then stop to drink an espresso, leaving such obvious evidence behind?” 

“Exactly because it’s so obvious,” Reyes countered. “Nobody would believe it.” 

“That’s no way to run a homicide investigation,” Melborn commented poisonously. “Seems to me like you’ve got an idea and you’re looking for evidence to match.” 

“And it seems to me like you’re ignoring the obvious if it doesn’t suit your agenda,” Reyes snarled right back. The swarthy agent was only a few inches shorter than Melborn but still well out of his weight class. He took a step nearer, putting his face too close to Melborn’s. Dr. Ciceroni watched the men as if they were behind glass in a monkey house. 

“Don’t be a fool,” Melborn replied, “You know who Laity was, so you probably have some idea who he represented. What you may or may not know is that my ex-partner, who you’re so eager to throw into the hotseat, was herself the victim of an attack not long ago. She’s been in the hospital recovering.” 

“And does that wash her hands of Laity’s murder?” Reyes pitched the rhetorical question loftily, “Does it cleanse her sister of suspicion too? How far will you let yourself go, Agent Melborn?” 

“As far as it takes me, Agent Reyes,” Melborn said, “for as long as it takes me and through whatever it takes me to find a truth that I buy. I’ve spent too much time hunting, fighting, and catching serial killers alongside Eve Hope to entertain the notion that she’s aiding and abetting one – let alone that she’s a serial killer herself. If that’s your contention, Agent Reyes, you must have smoked some bad granola. If you’re through being absurd, I’d like to get down to some ideas that make sense.” 

The men glared at each other in silence. 

“Anything wrong with that?” Melborn growled. 

Reyes wavered, teetering between peace and violence.

Then he smiled, cocking his head as he backed down. 

“Nothing,” he replied, shaking his head. “No problem, alright?” Melborn’s eyebrows furrowed. Something about the way he’d said “Nothing,” the peculiar spin he put on the word, the laughter that jumped up like flames in the back of his eyes – it was just like the custodian. 

What does it mean? Why did you say “nothing” like that? He couldn’t ask. It was a stupid, unanswerable question.

“You look tired, Agent Melborn,” Reyes said with what was supposed to be a disarming smile, “Why don’t I get you a cup of coffee and we can talk it all over.” 

Reyes left the room. Melborn let out a sigh, allowing his shoulders to sag further than usual.

“You’re right, you know,” said Dr. Ciceroni, glancing at the forlorn agent from the corners of her eyes. “About the plant. Based on the consistency of the blood in the lipstick, I’d say that somebody mixed the two together intentionally so that the DNA would be left behind.” 

Melborn raised an imploring eyebrow at the researcher, encouraging her to continue. She shrugged. 

“Just my contention, of course,” Ciceroni was suddenly humbler. 

“Hey,” Melborn’s voice took on an inquisitive air, “how similar is the DNA between siblings?” He tried to make the question sound academic.

“In most cases, approximately fifty percent, unless we’re dealing with identical twins.” Dr. Ciceroni replied. “Why?” 

“Might be relevant to a case I’m working on,” Melborn said noncommittally, crossing the lab to stand nearer the researcher. She eyed him warily, but didn’t move away. “There’s a lot of funny business going on these days. The killer is taking advantage of assumption. It’s a complicated game of bluffs.” 

“I never had a stomach for bluffing,” Dr. Ciceroni replied. “Facts make more sense. They’re sturdier. I guess that’s why I prefer chemistry to poker.” 

“Wise woman,” Melborn agreed. He glanced over his shoulder. Reyes was still outside of the room. He leaned in a little closer, taking up a confidential whisper. 

“Hey, have you worked here long Dr. Ciceroni?” 

“More than a decade now,” the researcher admitted. 

“What about Reyes?” Melborn asked. “What kind of agent is he? Do you trust him?” 

“Pretty new. Fresh meat, still very gung-ho about everything. He strikes me as one of those physically gifted cadets that thinks he can play by his own rules forever just because he played good football for the Academy. I trust him to be predictable if that answers your question.” 

“Listen; do you think you could do me a favor?” Melborn inquired, cringing a little. He didn’t like asking favors from anyone, almost as much as he disliked repaying the favors when they inevitably came back around. But now he needed fast information, and he needed to know that he could trust the results. Dr. Ciceroni’s mouth deepened into a frown, but she nodded dutifully. 

“What can I do for you?” 

“Could you run this through your spectrum analyzer?” Melborn asked, getting out the fragment of the teapot and handing it smoothly over to Dr. Ciceroni, “I need to know whether this fragment came from an IED.” 

Ciceroni took the sample from Melborn, unwrapping the shard of porcelain from the handkerchief and eyeing it. Then she gave the agent a competent nod. 

“If you can wait a few minutes, I can run that analysis now. It shouldn’t be too long.” 

“I’d appreciate it,” Melborn replied, glancing over his shoulder again. “Time is of the essence.” 

The agent stood loitering around the lab while Ciceroni ran the test. She was right about the speed of the spectrum analysis – the technical portion of the process took no more than ninety seconds. Then, for a few minutes, Ciceroni was busy at a multi-monitor display system. 

Before Dr. Ciceroni could come back with the results, however, Reyes returned with two steaming mugs of coffee, one of which he handed to Melborn. The agent gulped down the steaming coffee, heedless of the burn that ran from his tongue to his stomach. Reyes hardly sipped his own coffee, eyeing Melborn over the rim of his mug, ignoring Dr. Ciceroni entirely. 

“Do you know where your ex-partner has been in the days following the explosion?” Reyes asked. There was something about the tone of his voice that made Melborn set his coffee mug down on the countertop. His hands hung loosely by his sides, not yet balled into fists but ready all the same. 

“Out of commission,” Melborn answered flatly. Reyes didn’t know the impassive agent well enough to recognize the lethal quality in his voice. Few did. “She’s recuperating and returning to service.” 

“Don’t be so sure,” Reyes said, and now Melborn was sure there was a malicious gleam in the FBI agent’s eye. “A psych case can snowball into a permanent desk duty, or worse. It all depends on what they turn up during the psych evaluation.”

 “How do you know she’s being held on psych evaluation?” Melborn’s stare was cold and solid as the wall of an igloo.

Reyes looked caught, but only for a moment. He forced a grin across his face, baring his pearly teeth. “I hear whispers in the grapevine. Besides, you just confirmed it for me.”  

“Who the hell do you think…” Melborn started, but Dr. Ciceroni interrupted the building tension with a printed sheet, which she held out. Melborn kept the wall-eyed stare fixed on Reyes while he took it from her hand. Lowering his eyes to the page at last, he scanned the printout.  

“It’s a positive match,” Dr. Ciceroni said, giving Melborn a significant look without giving away the details of the favor he had asked while Reyes was out of the room. The dark-haired agent looked from the face of Melborn to that of Dr. Ciceroni with thinly veiled anger. 

“Positive match for what?” Reyes demanded after a moment passed and nobody brought him up to speed. Ciceroni and Melborn glanced at each other. 

“Thanks, Dr. Ciceroni,” Melborn said, “You’ve been a great help.” Dr. Ciceroni nodded, and Melborn turned and started out of the room, ignoring Reyes, and snagging his coffee cup on his way out the door. 

“Hey, where the hell are you going?” Reyes boomed, following the gray suited agent out of the lab. “I asked you a question. What’s a positive match?”

The sheet in his hand reported that the inside of the fragment had intended contained trace residue of thermite and C4 – definitive evidence that the tea garden attack had been an intentional, orchestrated hit. Things were falling into place with perfect clarity as Melborn increased the pace of his stride. Tavitian Sanitation was on the scene, cleaning up the mess in both the bombing and the murder of Harold Laity. Was it possible that somebody in the company was responsible for both? Or was it more likely that they were a kind of underground cleanup crew, setting the scene for the authorities to find once the killer had gotten away clean. 

It was too smooth of an operation to be a solo act, of that much Melborn felt confident. It smacked of organized crime, the cool, underhanded touch of his target: Bunni Cazador. It was a shot in the dark, but the electric feeling that coursed through Melborn’s veins told him he was onto something. 

He also knew he wasn’t about to say any of this to Reyes, who had broken into a light a jog to catch up. He overtook Melborn as he reached the doors of the field office, placing himself between the agent and the exit. 

The field office foyer was empty, like the parking lot beyond the glass doors. The night sky outside was black. Melborn couldn’t see any stars. 

He could see that Reyes had drawn his weapon. 

“Hold it,” Reyes said, and there was no sunshine surfer humor in his face anymore. “Don’t move a muscle. Tell me what’s on that paper.” 

The muscles in Melborn’s body tensed, although one wouldn’t know it by his affectation. His mind snapped into reaction mode, a thousand courses of action presenting and dismissing themselves as he took in the immediate predicament. 

“What? You’re going to shoot me in the lobby of the FBI field office? You must be dumber than you look,” Melborn sneered, buying time while his mind raced for a plan that didn’t end with him bleeding out on the floor. 

He wormed his position closer to Reyes by excruciating fractions of an inch. The man was holding his gun low, partially concealed from view by his jacket. He stood obtusely in the door, staring daggers at the agent. 

“What if I told you that you’re under arrest on suspicion of aiding and abetting a murder suspect, conspiracy to perjury of the FBI?” Reyes offered as an alternative to death. 

“Boy, I really must have hurt your feelings,” Melborn pulled out a prizewinning leer. 

“Shut up.” Reyes snapped. “Your ex-partner is through. She played herself straight out of the game, and you’re following her right down.” He laughed. His finger was on the trigger. Melborn could feel his heartbeat in his temples.  “That’s what on that paper, isn’t it?” Reyes pressed. “Something that you think will get your ex-partner released. Come on, cough up. If it’s dumb enough, maybe I’ll let you go. Either way, Hope stays where she is.” 

“Get out of my way,” Melborn said, taking another micro-step towards Reyes. The stocky man laughed, seeming somewhat emboldened as the foyer remained empty, and raised the gun another inch.

Almost close enough, Melborn told himself. Keep him talking. 

It was a key advantage of Melborn’s that his appearance, physicality, and apparent age did not correspond either to each other or to his real physical potential. He constantly looked as though he were waiting for a very late bus, and carried himself as if his skeleton were made of wet newspaper. So, when the time came for him to attack, the element of surprise was nearly always on his side. 

“It’s easy. Show me what’s on that paper. If it’s not about Hope, we shake hands and part ways. No hard feelings.” 

“No hard feelings?” Melborn asked, glancing down once more at the paper. Thermite in the teapot and a gas leak under the concrete. The bastards had turned the whole block in to an oversized frag grenade – all to pull this ridiculous stunt. 

“Right,” Reyes cooed wickedly, his eyes narrowing to slits, “just hand over the paper, Special Agent. It’s your civic duty.”

Melborn hesitated, glanced one more time at the paper in his hand, then let out a sigh. 

“Aw, hell,” he said, “it’s only dying.” He dropped the printed analysis sheet onto the floor. 

Reyes’s eyes had been following the paper, so when Melborn let it fall from his hands, the corrupt agent’s gaze followed the paper. It was only an instant, a nanosecond of pure misdirection, but that was all Melborn had planned on. 

Moving with sudden force, like a wave running down the length of a whipcord, Melborn seized the agent’s gun hand, throwing his own body out of the way with a fluid sidestep, like a matador avoiding the path of a goring bull. 

He was almost fast enough. 

Reyes squeezed the trigger just as Melborn was sweeping out of the way. The bullet ripped through his jacket, grazing his ribs. He let out a grunt of pain but didn’t allow it to disrupt his course of motion. He had Reyes by the wrist with both hands. He took a lunging step along the surprised agent’s side, allowing his arms to follow the weight of his body in a powerful arc. The gun was swept back, carried on the combined force of the recoil and Melborn’s hold, and struck Reyes squarely between the eyes. 

Reyes dropped like a sack of flour. 

Melborn followed him down, nearly collapsing on top of him. He wrested the gun out of the unconscious man’s hand and shoved it far out of reach. Then he got the agent’s handcuffs out of his belt and secured Reyes’s wrists behind his back, just in time for the man to regain consciousness. Reyes gagged, choked it back, and groaned something unintelligible. 

“You make me sick too,” Melborn said, crouching by the woozy man’s head. Melborn’s own side was bleeding, soaking his shirt and jacket dark red. He held a hand over the wound and snarled at his captive prisoner. 

“I know who you work for,” Melborn said. 

“You know Nothing,” Reyes replied. He laughed. Melborn’s face didn’t change, but something in his mind clicked suddenly. It was the same kind of mocking feeling he’d gotten from the custodian in Laity’s building when he’d said the word ‘Nothing.’ It wasn’t just a code – it was a person. 

Melborn stood, looking down at the pathetic henchman, filled with disdain. He was almost certain his hunch was correct now, admissible evidence notwithstanding, but there was a way to check his theory. 

He leaned over the double agent, who made an effort to look away. Melborn said the name in his blandest tone of voice. 

“Bunni Cazador.” 

Reyes’s eyes flashed to Melborn’s, a perfect snapshot of terror. He needn’t have said a word, but he did. 

“That…That name means Nothing to me,” Reyes spoke as if reciting his name, rank, and serial number. Melborn flashed a rare, genuine smile. 

“Gotcha,” he said, “tell her I’m coming – if still you can.” 

Melborn landed a jaw-shattering kick in the man’s teeth. Reyes yowled and gurgled with pain as, once again, the ageless agent resumed his slouched posture and shuffled out the door, holding his side with one hand and fitting his last Pall Mall into his mouth with the other as he went. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

 

Eve waited to pounce until the orderly had come all the way into the room and the door had shut behind him. The man that entered was large, wide-shouldered, with a short crewcut and wide, low-set ears that looked as though they’d seen some boxing. 

Once the door had shut, Eve wasted no time. The orderly was carrying a heavy flashlight, and Eve had no desire to see it become a baton. She lunged at the orderly, putting the point of her knee in the small of his back and throwing her arms around his neck in a full Nelson choke hold. 

A moment later, she was standing over the great bulk of the man, breathing hard and looking up to ensure that her sister was still safe, still present, still real. 

Lily stared back, wide-eyed. 

“Holy shit,” she said, “you dropped that huge guy like Nothing.” 

“Semper Fi, bitch,” Eve spat, still expostulating the battlefield adrenaline. 

“Is he…did you just kill him?” 

“No, he’s breathing,” Eve said, looking down at the man’s broad, heaving chest. “We’d better evac before he comes back around. I don’t feel up for taking him head on in round two. What’s our exit strategy?” 

“You’re wearing it,” Lily said. “We’ve got to get you to a computer. We can use SPHYNX to clear your file. Then you walk out as quickly and casually as you can. If anybody stops you, they’ll have no legitimate grounds to keep you here, because your file will show that you’ve already been released.” 

“I don’t know how to use the system,” Eve said uncertainly, but the orderly’s eyelids were starting to flutter with consciousness.

“Come on,” Lily hissed, “there’s no time. Just remember, you’ve got the key. Nothing matters more than the key – got that? Nothing is the key.” 

Eve, flagging her sister out after poking her head around the door, shot Lily a confused look. That was the kind of talk she was used to, but now she knew that there was a much larger game being played. Still, Eve couldn’t bring herself to value the de-encryption key over everything – not when there were lives at stake.

She ran out of the darkened atrium through the halls. There seemed to be footsteps coming from several directions through the squeaky echoes of the long hallways. Eve ran at a blind sprint, following the map in her head back towards her room. It was the only route that sprung readily to mind, and it was the wrong one. 

As Eve rounded the corner and charged down the hallway towards her own room, she heard a loud, stern voice over the hospital PA system. 

“Security Breach – 51-50. Commence patient lockdown and bed check.” 

Eve and Lily looked at each other. 

“That’s no good,” Lily surmised. 

“Quick,” Eve said, “Hide in my room! Maybe we can fool them on the bed check. There’s a hospital computer hooked up to my monitors.” She threw open the door and ran into the room, Lily right behind her. Eve slammed the door shut, just in time to avoid being seen by the squad of hospital personnel they could hear just around the corner. 

Eve and Lily stood in the dark hospital room, breathing hard. Eve only took a beat to catch her breath before yanking the chain off her neck and rushing the tech cart that stood beside her abandoned bed. She seized the mouse and woke up the screen, squinting as she searched for a USB port in the dim light of the hospital room. 

The home screen went black at first, and Eve was afraid she’d accidentally shut it off. Instead, however, a digital green image flickered to life, along with the word SPHYNX in capital green letters. The image depicted the Greco-Roman interpretation of the mythical beast, with the body of lioness, the tail of a serpent, and the face of a beautiful, evil looking woman. Her fanged smile made no attempt to hide the malice. 

A text box appeared, and a familiar question showed up on the screen. 

WHO ARE YOU? 

Eve glanced over at her sister, who was standing nervously near the door. 

“What’s the password?” Eve hissed. 

“Nothing,” Lily answered. 

“There’s got to be a password,” Eve retorted with a huff of frustration.

“No, Eve, it’s Nothing.” 

“Huh?” 

“The only way for something to be truly unanswerable is for the question to be unaskable,” Lily whispered back. Eve wished her sister would drop the cryptic routine. What the hell was an unaskable question?

Then, in a sudden flash that felt, for some reason, green, Eve remembered the way Lily had touched her nose when she’d uttered those words. An unaskable question…she was so close she could feel it, but still she didn’t quite understand. By now, the hallways would be swarming with orderlies, nurses, and…it was Nothing?

“Eve!” Lily’s full volume shriek nearly made the FBI agent jump out of her skin. “Look out!” 

Eve whirled around just as Dr. Salley stepped out of the shadows with a syringe in hand. 

“Well, well, what do we have here?” Dr. Salley crooned, approaching slowly and grinning at them, holding the needle aloft for all to see. The plunger was pulled far back, and the vile swam with an unknown compound. Eve shuddered.  No more drugs, I beg you.

Eve set her jaw and placed herself between the doctor and the monitor, positioning her body defensively as well as trying to obstruct his view of what she was doing. 

“You knew?” she hissed at Dr. Salley. “All this time, you knew that my sister was alive, and you made me believe that I was going crazy. Why?” 

“You’re hardly in a position to be asking questions, Miss Hope,” Dr. Salley said. He didn’t seem at all concerned. He was still drawing nearer, the needle poised in his fingers. Eve’s eyes moved around the room, assessing the situation. Her gaze landed on her gurney, still unmade. The pillow looked undisturbed. Was it in reach? 

“You can’t tell me what position I’m in,” Eve snarled defiantly, “You can’t tell me anything anymore. I caught you in your lie, and there’s the proof.” 

She looked to her sister, hoping that the doctor’s interest would be diverted long enough for her to make a grab. No dice. The doctor knew how to triage the threats in front of him. He continued his ominous advance without breaking eye contact, like a snake charmer, hissing loathsome nonsense that muddled Eve’s mind. 

“What proof?” he asked in a cool, soothing tone. “I see Nothing. There’s Nothing here but ourselves.” He seemed to be laughing somewhere in the back of his throat, although his face remained stern as the grave. “Everything’s fine, everything is alright. You’re having another episode. There was a little accident with the orderly in the atrium, but it’s alright. You didn’t mean it. Now it’s time to go back to bed, to take your medicine, and leave the dreaming to sleepy time.” 

Eve shook her head, looked back at her sister. 

“Don’t listen to him, Eve,” Lily urged. “You know he’s a liar.” 

“It’s so pleasant, don’t you think?” Dr. Salley approached another step. “Listening to Nothing.” 

To Eve’s amazement – and probably to Dr. Salley’s too, although he refused to acknowledge it –Lily began whistling. Eve glanced at her again, her whole body tensed. Lily raised her eyebrows, blowing the sweet cowboy melody across the wind to her. I fell into a burning ring of fire. 

Eve understood.

“You will feel Nothing!” Lily commanded, and that got the doctor’s attention. His hand touched the spider-web tiepin as if from muscle memory. He turned, only for a moment, just in time to see Lily lunging at him. Eve was shocked, but didn’t miss her window of opportunity. 

Lunging from the computer to her cot, Eve seized her pillowcase case by the corners, feeling the weight of the chunky, durable cellphone slide to the end as she swung it like a blackjack – smack – into Dr. Salley’s temple. 

There was a moment of terrible collision as Dr. Salley, bludgeoned by the small but hefty phone, crashed into the oncoming Lily. They both fell into a confusing tangle on the floor. There were a few spasmodic jerks. 

An awful silence claimed the room all of a sudden. 

Then, shakily, Lily started to get up. She looked dazedly down at the prostrate form of Dr. Salley. 

Lily didn’t move. She was still staring at the form of Dr. Salley, who was yet to move. He looked too still. 

Foam began dribbling out of his mouth. 

Then Eve saw the needle and syringe poking out of his chest. The plunger was fully depressed. Lily slowly knelt, and felt his wrist. She dropped his arm as if it had burned and scrambled away from the doctor. 

The doctor’s corpse, Eve gathered. 

She stared in disbelief, an expression she saw mirrored on Lily’s face. 

“We fell,” she said, “when we tumbled, he must have…” 

“Come on,” Eve said, “There’s no time.” 

She returned the computer, her fingers hammering commands like mad into the program. 

–Who are you? 

Eve sucked in a deep breath. There was no time to riddle it all out with logic and symbolism. She remembered what Lily had said about the designers of the program and their maudlin merry prankster routine, following the strange prickling sensation she got under her skin when the conspirators used the special word. 

Her sister had told her the answer a dozen times, she realized. It was so simple. Eve shook her head, almost laughing. Very silly, really. There was Nothing to it. 

Eve typed her guess and hit the enter key before she had time to second guess or think of the consequences.

USER – I am Nothing. 

SPHYNX – Welcome; what can I do for you? 

The image of the terrible lion-dragon-woman lay down, domicile as a house cat, and smiled with far less malice. Eve let out her breath. She’d solved the puzzle rightly, but there was no time to celebrate. Eve keyed her commands haphazardly into the program. 

USER – amend Santa Cleo General Hospital Records Archive to reflect: PATIENT: SPECIAL AGENT EVE HOPE Serial No. 284531095– FULL RECOVERY, DISMISSED FROM CHARGE.

She didn’t know if the language would work, but now was not the moment to monkey around with trial and error. She completed her command and ejected the precious thumb drive. She hesitated for a moment, glancing at her sister, who still transfixed by the quickly rigidifying Dr. Salley. 

Still, no tears fell from her sister’s eyes. 

Eve squinted at her sister, but there was no time to analyze. She looped the chain around her neck, tucking the USB under her scrubs once again, and hurried to the door. 

“He’s dead,” Lily murmured, still on the floor, clutching the pillow that had dropped from Eve’s hand tightly against her chest and rocking lightly. “I killed him.” 

“Come on!” Eve urged, doubling back to haul her sister up, “Trust me, you’ve got your whole life to never unsee this moment. You can feel rotten about it later. Now it’s time to run.” 

Lily lurched, a little unsteady, to her feet, still holding the pillow against her gut. Her knuckles were white with the intensity of her grip, and her eyes were open so wide that Eve could see the entire circumference of her bright green irises against the bloodshot white sea of her corneas. 

Together, they ran out of the room. Eve, holding her sister by the collar of the shirt so that she would be sure she wasn’t losing her, took the hallways at random. They made it out of the psych ward at a sprint, ignoring the shocked cries of the nurses and the ensuing yells of, “Runaway patients! They went that way.” 

Eve’s heart pounded brutally in her chest. She darted and weaved through the halls of the massive hospital, following signs for the ambulance bay. If Nothing else, it meant daylight, and that was all she needed. 

Halls, stairwells, and corridors passed in a blur. People, staff and patients, dove out of the way or were rudely shoved, bulldozed by Eve’s singular purpose: escape. Ahead, the doors lay waiting like the gates of heaven, the words printed in large red letters. 

“AMBULANCE BAY – STAFF ONLY” 

Eve pushed through the doors, dropping her shoulder like a running-back and burst out into the first fresh air she’d tasted since the bomb went off. 

Free at last. 

She weaved as if drunk, still hauling her dazed sister behind her. They were almost there. They would have to go on foot, maybe catch a train into San Francisco so she could get to her car and get to safety. That didn’t matter. She was out of the hospital. The rest would sort itself out. 

The tackle came out of nowhere. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

 

Melborn swerved his SUV into the ambulance bay of the Santa Cleo General Hospital with the hidden red-and-blues flashing from his grill and mirrors. He rarely used the siren system that all FBI-standard vehicles came equipped with, but now felt like a fitting exception. 

As he swept into the roundabout, his headlights fell on a strange scene. A nurse and a paramedic were rolling around the ground, brawling brutally, while a second nurse stood by in a kind of daze, clutching a pillow against her stomach. 

Melborn’s own side, hastily bandaged from the first aid kit in his glove compartment, hurt like hell. He had done a poor job wrapping it because he’d had to do so with one hand while he drove. Something in his gut had told him that there was not a moment to lose. 

The nurse in the fight came up, bringing her fist back to load a savage punch. The beam of Melborn’s headlights landed on her face. 

“Hope!” Melborn exclaimed, hopping out of the car, and yanking his gun from the holster. “What the hell is going on here!” 

Eve looked up, her eyes not registering her ex-partner’s face in the darkness, only the gun. With a feral, animal yell, Eve leapt away from the battered paramedic, tackling Melborn to the ground. 

 

“Hello to you too,” Melborn gasped, righting himself as he recovered his wind. Eve, realizing who it was, rolled off him and got to her feet. She looked wildly around, as if she expected assassins to materialize out of nowhere. “And they had the audacity to call you a mental case,” Melborn mumbled as he got to his feet. He looked around. The paramedic was still rolling on the ground, his face severely pummeled.

The second nurse was nowhere in sight. 

“Wait,” Melborn said, “that other person you were with, where’d she go?” 

Eve looked around, just as bewildered. From inside the hospital, the sound of clamoring voices was growing louder. Somewhere in the not-so-far distance, sirens wailed to life. 

“We’ve got to get you out of here,” Melborn said. 

“Not without Lily!” Eve cried, “I won’t go without her. I can’t lose her again.” 

Melborn looked around again, but neither the nurse nor her pillow were anywhere in sight. The paramedic, on the other hand, was regaining his wits. He started to sit up, blinking through quickly swelling eyes towards the agents and the flashing lights of Melborn’s vehicle. 

The car horn honked, as if on it’s own. Melborn and Eve whirled, staring at the dark tinted windows. 

“Did you hear that?” Melborn asked, his hand on his weapon again. Eve, unarmed, her eye black and her lip split from the fight with the paramedic, grinned like a lunatic.

Melborn stared at her in disbelief. 

“What did you just say?” he demanded, but before Eve could answer, the SUV gave two short blasts of the horn. 

“There!” yelled a voice from the ambulance bay. “Hey! Stop! You there!” 

“Come on!” Eve yelled, “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 

The agents sprinted for the car, Melborn throwing himself behind the wheel and Eve diving into the passenger seat. She looked around as Melborn peeled out. 

Huddled in the back seat, Lily looked small and frightened like a child. They were passing through the densest block of the city, the lights of neon signposts and advertising billboards passing steadily over her through the tinted windows. She was curled up with her head down, her face hidden in her knees. Eve wondered if she was crying at last, or if she was hiding her face from Melborn. Either seemed just as likely. 

Melborn eyed the woman’s hunched shape in his mirror, but didn’t comment. He didn’t need to ask. Instead, he glanced over Eve as they drove through the darkest small hours of the morning. 

“Christ, Hope, I’m glad you’re okay, but everything’s really gone sideways. Somebody’s been making a fool out of the FBI, and I’m pretty sure I know who.” 

Eve looked over at Melborn. 

“You do?” 

“That’s right,” he looked back with an unexpectedly confident grin, “I know who has been trying to make you look like you’re losing your marbles, and I think I know why.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

“Bunni Cazador.” 

“Who?” 

“She’s got more aliases than eyelashes, but to cut it short she’s a murderous, manipulative pimp who seems to be able to get away with doing whatever she pleases because she knows all the right people. I’ve been on her trail for a long time, but she came right out of the woodwork for you.” Melborn shook his head, reached into his pocket for the pack of Pall Malls, remembered that it was empty. “Why is that Eve?” he asked, “What makes you worth targeting?” 

“Nothing,” Eve replied after a moment’s thought. 

Melborn gave her another sideways look. 

“I don’t like the way you said that,” he murmured. For a single instant, he doubted his decision. Could his partner really be somehow involved in the strange conspiracy? Maybe his attack on Reyes had been in haste. How well did he really know his ex-partner? Who was the strange woman in the backseat? Was it really Lily Hope? Things were getting weirder by the second, and for an instant Melborn thought about the weight of the gun under his arm. 

Then he shook his head again, and remembered the glint of the gun in Reyes’s hand. Reyes was a stooge, and somebody was setting it up to make Eve Hope look like a patsy. Well, he certainly wasn’t going to be a pawn in that maneuver. 

“I can help you there,” said a small voice from the backseat. “Bunni used to be friends with Knobby. I know what she wants, and why she’s targeting Eve. I gave it to her myself.” 

Both Eve and Melborn looked back. Lily had lifted her face from her knees. She smiled up at the pair of agents, and now at last the tears flowed freely from her eyes. 

“It’s around her neck,” Lily said, and hid her face again. 

Melborn looked curiously at Eve. After a moment’s hesitation, Eve pulled the thumb-drive out from her shirt. Melborn looked hungry, but only for a moment. It faded into the background. 

“Then we’ve got to find her before she finds you,” Melborn said. 

“Great,” Eve replied dryly, “all we’ve got to do is find Nothing.” 

“Can you explain that to me?” Melborn started to ask, but he was cut off by a shriek from the backseat that made him jerk the steering wheel. 

“Look!” Lily cried, beating her finger against the window as she pointed. Eve and Melborn both looked. Melborn slammed the brakes. The SUV came to a perfect stop in the middle of the empty road as all three stared speechless at a towering billboard screen, on which news was typically projected. 

In its place was a disturbing image – a woman dressed in all black from her head to her feet. Pulled over her head was a mask, covered all around with disturbingly realistic eyes. The lighting on the woman pulsed on an off, while a second spotlight remained steady on a second, seated figure. His arms were bloodied, his face exhausted and tense. He lolled his head weakly towards the camera, and blood dribbled from the pathetic figure’s mouth. 

Eve had to stifle a scream. 

It was Hobbes. 

“Hey,” Melborn said, seeing the same giant television they all were looking at, “hey! Holy Christ, isn’t that the rookie?” 

“Oh my God,” Eve said, “He didn’t stay with you?” 

“I know that place,” Lily muttered. “That cellar. It’s in the Green Mansion…I lived there with Knobby.” Nobody was listening.

“No! Hobbes is your partner,” Melborn countered defensively.

“I was in the hospital!

“I told him to stay with you!” Melborn said, adding under his breath. “I implied it anyway. I thought he would get the picture.” 

“The cellar,” Lily said, louder. The others didn’t hear at first, but she went on, murmuring as if to herself. “I’ve seen the act before, a thousand times, in my nightmares, but I never imagined the stage was right under my feet.” 

“What are you talking about?” Eve asked, looking back at her sister with panic in her eyes, “What’s happening to Hobbes?” 

“Nothing,” Lily said, shaking her head sadly and looking down. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

“Can’t you drive any faster?” Eve urged Melborn for the thousandth time. 

“Not without the headlights,” Melborn replied. They were working their way through darkness up a long, private road, following Lily’s directions.

The house, if the veritable castle mansion could still be called by that humble title, stood alone on a high hill, overlooking the headlands. Eve wished that there was time for her to change. Tactical gear and weapons would have been nice, but she would have settled for a pair of shoes. 

The image of Hobbes, bound so brutally to the chair, flashed through her mind once again, and all worry about her footwear ebbed away. She’d kill a man in long pajamas if it meant saving a life, especially her partner’s. 

The broadcast was being livestreamed from the single camera in the wine cellar, somehow spread across seemingly every conceivable platform. Whatever point the killer wanted to make, her reach would be global. The whole world would see Hobbes’s fate in real time. Why? What was the purpose? What possible reason was there for the notorious madame of Silicon Valley to abduct a rookie FBI agent. She had to know that it would bring an unrelenting storm of trouble. 

Eve touched the USB under the shirt of her scrubs. Deep inside, she knew where this was going. She knew that the elusive killer, who enjoyed a state of near religious anonymity, would only broadcast her location so publicly if she wanted to ensure that she was found. 

It wasn’t a statement; it was an invitation. 

And there was Nothing to do but go, as fast as the SUV would carry them. 

In spite of Lily’s warnings, Melborn had insisted that they call for backup. Lily had argued that storming the house was as good as killing Hobbes themselves, since Bunni would surely use the leverage of her hostage the second she was alerted to the breach of the perimeter. They’d finally settled on a compromise. SWAT would be present, but they would remain outside the perimeter until either Hobbes had been freed or the assailant was neutralized. 

“We’ve been summoned to a game of cat and mouse,” Eve said aloud as they neared the gate, “The only choice we have is whether we play the role of the mouse, or the cat.” 

They came to a stop in front of the wrought iron gate. Lily gave Eve a mysterious nod. 

“This will work on the front gate?” Eve asked, looping her finger through the chain around her neck. 

“It’ll work on anything. There’s a port in the panel on the left hand side of the security box. Just plug it in and press the pound key three times on the keypad.” 

If that thing ever really reaches open source, home security will be a dream of the past, Eve thought as she climbed out of the car and stalked through the darkness towards the security box. Following her sister’s instruction, she found the panel and inserted the flash drive. All the buttons on the keypad changed from blue to green. Other than that, the box remained unchanged. No alarms went off. No guards or dogs materialized. All was quiet. 

Eve pressed the pound key three times. For a moment Nothing happened. She was about to give up on the high-tech de-encryption key and go about breaching the perimeter the old fashioned way, but she remembered what Lily said. If the Nothing sees you coming, it’s all over. 

How do you sneak up on someone covered in eyes? Eve shivered, staring angrily at the fence. A moment later, with a soft groan of oiled hinges, the gate slid open. 

Score one for technology, Eve thought as she pulled the USB out of the port and hurried back to the car. 

They inched forward though the darkness towards the frowning spires of the house. It was a full mile up the hill beyond the gate. So much for the presence of SWAT. 

Nobody spoke as Melborn steered the vehicle towards the unfriendly looking mansion. They were all filled with a strange, quiet kind of calm, as if whatever was about to happen had been so carefully planned out that there was no alternative. 

Melborn parked in the shadows and checked that his revolver was in place. Eve looked back at her sister. 

“Agent Melborn and I are going in,” she said, sounding and feeling like the Special Agent she was for the first time in what felt like ages. Miss Patient Hope, my ass. “You stay here with your head down.”

“But you don’t know where the cellar is,” Lily started to protest, but Eve shut her down with an unyielding stare.

“Stay here. Keep the doors locked unless you’re sure it’s us. If anybody else comes for you, just drive away. Your safety comes first.” Eve leaned awkwardly between the front seats to kiss her sister on the forehead, adding in a tender whisper, “I can’t bear to lose you again.” 

“Be safe,” Lily replied, “I’m sorry I brought you into all this, but I’m glad I could still count on you after all these years.”’

“Come on, Hope,” Melborn said, “Hobbes is waiting for us.” 

The two agents, one in a blood spattered suit and the other in rumpled scrubs and grippy socks, ascended the magnificent front steps in the pitch blackness of four a.m. 

“I wish I had my gun,” Eve whispered as they came up onto the landing. Melborn paused, kneeling down as if to tie his shoelace. When he stood up again, he was holding out a small Walther PPK. 

“Take my secondary,” he whispered. “You’re still probably a better shot than me.” 

“Thanks, Melborn,” Eve said, “for everything.” 

“Anytime, partner,” Melborn said with a sarcastic whisper that, as only a few knew, was his only non-sarcastic tone.

The door stood ajar. Eve and Melborn looked at each other, falling easily into their old routine. First Hope, taking point, then Melborn, covering her six. 

They entered the house. 

The first thing Eve noticed was that every wall, floor, ceiling, and most of the furniture was green. The shades ranged from deep emerald forest hues to limey highlights. It gave the place a bizarre, twisted atmosphere. 

When she’d become adjusted to the greenness of it all, the next thing that stood out were the relics. Carved statues, some no larger than children’s soccer trophies, others looming more than ten feet high, depicted a masked, multi-eyed deity in various reposes. Eve shivered. 

The statues made Eve jumpy, as if there were always somebody standing just in her peripheral vision, gone as soon as turned her head. 

Except for the one that wasn’t. 

“There!” Eve yelled as one of the figures, standing among other life-size statues of the anonymous woman, swooped off the pedestal and vanished down a dark hall. 

Eve ran after the fleeing person, Melborn close on her heels. Where was the cellar? Where were the stairs that led down into the inevitable underground lair that she’d seen in the broadcast? In a house like this, she’d have to consider the possibility of secret passages and trapdoors. After all, Knobby was theatrical, and more than a little crazy. Who knew what kind of secrets were concealed among the stones and statues of this ancient abode. 

The figure had disappeared again, leaving Eve standing breathless in a plush green drawing room. The lights were dim, but present. There was an air of life, albeit distorted, that meant the house was not abandoned. There was a show being put on for her benefit, and she was playing her role in it no matter what she did. 

Melborn came to a stop behind her, the long barrel of his revolver gleaming in the dim light. The hallway extended away in a T-form. Eve and Melborn looked both ways, seeing Nothing everywhere they looked. 

“You go right; I’ll go left,” Eve said decisively, and they split. For an instant, Eve thought that maybe they’d better stick together. Then she remembered how little time they had and how big the house was. Divide and conquer worked two ways. 

She ran down the hall, which seemed to be getting darker and darker the further she got into it. Looking back, she could only just see where the hallway intersected. 

Turn back, said the common sense in her, and she was dangerously close to listening. Find Melborn. Stick together. There’s safety in numbers. 

“Damn it,” she muttered aloud, and ran down the hall. 

 

The spotlight that shone on the doorway was so far down the hall that, by the time Eve reached it, everything else seemed to have vanished. The light that shone on the strange door was surreal, dreamlike in the specificness of its function. 

More specifically, it shone in a hot white circle. Eve peered at the illuminated spot on the door. The door didn’t just look white where the light hit it. It was practically the only part of the house not painted green, a perfect circle of crisp white paint that matched the perimeter of the spotlight flawlessly. 

Painted in the center of the circle in carnal red was a large, simple butterfly. 

The red paint had been allowed to drip from the wings and antennae, giving the butterfly a sinister slant. Eve knew what it meant. She knew who it was for. Holding the Walther PPK in one hand, Eve reached for the knob. 

Locked. 

As Eve peered, she saw that there was a USB port by the doorjamb. She pulled the SPHYNX USB from her shirt and looked at it. Could it be that easy?

Before she could try the cyber key again, however, the door opened automatically, of its own accord. The circle of light fell down a stairwell. 

Goddamnit, it’s always the basement. 

She looked desperately back down the hall, which seemed to have grown darker still now that she’d opened the door. It was probably on some kind of trigger system, she thought. This whole place felt a little too orchestrated for real life. 

Ahead of her, the stairs beckoned like open jaws. 

Summoning her courage, which required only visualizing her poor partner alone and helpless at the bottom of the stairs, Eve took a deep breath and descended the first few steps. 

From somewhere down the hall, which now seemed worlds away, Eve heard a gun go off. She turned around.

The door at the top of the stairwell shut with a hydraulic hiss. 

From below, a female voice that Eve had been both expecting and dreading to hear, echoed up the stairwell. 

“Welcome, child of death. It is time. Come forward.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Eve came out of the stairwell into a cellar illuminated with dim green light. All around the perimeter of the room, casks of wine barrels were stacked row upon row, reaching higher up than Eve would have though possible for an underground room. 

They were deep. 

The spotlight remained bright as Eve came out, focused intently on the hostage in the middle of the circle of empty chairs. Hobbes looked haggard, his face damp with sweat. He managed to look up as Eve entered the circle, stepping carelessly past the chairs. He shook his head and began to say something, but he wasn’t able to get the words out.  

Eve was about to run forward to her partner’s aid when, from the inky blackness right behind his chair, there was the gleam of a sharp blade in someone’s right hand. A green ring sparkled on the index finger of the left. 

“Let him go,” Eve commanded. “We can talk this out, but you have to let him go.” 

“The world is watching your choice. Every news station, every website, every platform. This is as tuned in as they get anymore, and now it’s all on you. Just as he found me and you found him, so they will find you. In that, they will find me.” 

“What do you want?” Eve asked, glancing around self-consciously. Jesus Christ, if I have to take down a lunatic on live camera, do I have to do in these stupid socks and pajamas?

That’s what was on her body, so yes she did. 

“After you put down your gun and hand it to me,” said the voice from the darkness behind the chair. Eve had been naturally aiming her gun where the woman’s head ought to be, but the angle of the arms was wrong, and she got the impression that the woman was crouched, using Hobbes as a human shield. 

Hobbes was becoming more conscious by the minute, his chest heaving as he strained painfully against his bonds. They cut into his arms with an unforgiving cinch that made Eve cringe. She lowered her weapon a fraction of the way, but did not surrender it yet. She prayed that Melborn would find his way down in time. 

“Eve!” he called out. “Eve, it’s a trap!”

Bless his heart, he’s trying to warn me now. 

“She’s right behind me, always right behind the chair!” his eyes were wide now, electrified with insane, depraved terror. He raved like a man with visions, “Horrible monsters! Insane, laughing demons! Death! Murder! Nothing!” 

“Take it easy, Agent,” Eve called out, “we’re going to pull you through this.” 

“Agent,” Hobbes scoffed through his labored breathing, “That’s a title I don’t deserve! I snitched on the whole operation, all because of the damn drugs. She’s setting you up, and I played right into her hands because I didn’t know how to handle anything alone.” He was talking too fast. Dosed, Eve realized. The poor kid. 

“Take the shot!” Hobbes screamed, wild with rage and determination, tears flowing freely from his eyes, “Take the shot, god-damn you! Straight through my lousy neck and right between her thousand eyes.” 

Laughter emanated from the darkness behind the chair. Eve grimaced. If she’d been carrying her own gun, she’d have a tac-light she could turn on the chair. Then it’d be a different ball game. Instead she had Melborn’s backup, hardly more than a derringer. 

“Steady, Agent,” Eve said, “I’m not going to do that.” 

In defiance of this reassurance, the hand dug the point of the knife into his neck. Blood appeared, ruby red for the camera. 

“Who are you?” Eve called into the darkness, a ploy to draw the psycho out into the light, where she could contended with her. She knew the woman by association, by the company she’d first kept and then killed off, one by one. That was the trick. She’d stepped into the role that was, by definition, absent. If all the most powerful people agreed that she was not there, swore up and down she was the absence of a person, then Nothing she became. It was a magic trick, theatrics, like the rest of it. 

Still, the reverberating answer had a chilling effect. 

“Of hunger, I am the emptiest stomach and of thirst I’m the throat that’s dryer than bone. I am the final of all the ends of this world. I eat your cities and drink your river dry. I am the lover that craves in the darkness, the wearer of many masks and names. I am the punisher of thieves and the keeper of butterflies. I am Miss X. I am the empty center of the Circle. I am Nothing itself, and you’re holding my property.”  

Eve stared at the hands, trying to estimate the source of the voice. 

“That’s one hell of a name. I don’t know what property of yours you think I’m holding, but I think you’ve made a mistake.” 

There was a long pause. Eve held her breath. 

“You would not be here unless you were bringing me what I desire,” said the voice of Miss X. “Once I have it, you will be here no longer.” 

“Tell me what it is,” Eve said. 

“You’re wearing it around your neck. It’s a simple exchange – my property for his life. Where does the loyalty of those who are sworn to protect and serve really lie?” 

She was fighting dirty, and the whole world was watching. Eve could feel the pressure mounting up like the tons of earth overhead. She felt the pressure of the secrets she was forced to keep – by Pliny, by her sister, by her father. 

It was too much. 

Cars crash, gas lines leak and ignite, sometimes pianos even fall from high-rise windows. We live in a world of horrifyingly cartoonish reality. The only thing we can do is confront them as squarely and reasonably as possible. Your humanity, to put it another way – supersedes your agency. The most human component of the human condition is fear. 

The words of Dr. Salley echoed in her mind hauntingly from beyond the grave. She could feel the deep fault lines of uncertainty that he’d planted so expertly in her psyche, planted, she now realized, by the specific design of the woman behind the chair. 

All at once, like a beacon through the fog, Eve understood the game. This wasn’t about her, or Hobbes. It wasn’t even really about Lily, although it was more about her than anybody else. 

It was about the camera, and it was about Nothing. 

More than anything, Miss X desired to be seen in possession of the key. The whole weight of her influence rested on that in place of her identity. 

“You’ll have to come into the light to get it,” Eve called out. Her eyes landed on Hobbes. He was drugged, sick, self-pitying, and suicidal. She could get him out, she thought. She just needed him to look up. 

He looked up. 

Hobbes had brown eyes. She’d never noticed, but there was a little circle of green in the center. They were pretty, even in his tortured state. She smiled at him, and he nodded. 

“Put down your weapon and show me first that you have what’s mine,” she said, “then we’ll talk.” 

Eve slowly placed the gun on the ground. She didn’t like doing it, and when she kicked it away, she tried to keep the exact place it left the circle of light in mind. 

Standing in the spotlight, Eve drew the USB out from her shirt. She bent her head to take it off. 

“Come on out,” Eve said, holding the thumb drive up high, “That’s the point of all this right? To let them see?” 

“There’s Nothing to see,” Miss X said gleefully, and Eve knew that she was making ground. She tensed her body for combat. “From Nothing came the SPHYNX, and to Nothing it returns.” 

Eve had the crawling sensation of being the block in a dirty auction, but it was soon superseded by a new horror as, from the darkness, the shape of the woman materialized. She seemed to melt gradually, unnaturally into existence as she emerged from the shadows, the point of her blade still on Hobbes’s neck. 

There was a critical moment when Miss X strode into the light. She carried herself perfectly straight, with all the dignity of a living monarch. The knife in her hand left the orbit of Hobbes’s neck and, in a moment of photogenic brutality, she brought it straight towards Eve. 

In that same moment, with a brutish display of will, Hobbes heaved his entire body weight against the wires that bound him to the chair. He roared in agony, but succeeded in tipping the chair, aiming his fall between Miss X’s striding legs. 

Eve, seeing the treacherous attack as it was happening, ducked out of the way of knife, simultaneously casting the USB far away into the yawing caverns of the cellar. She brought her knee up, aiming it at the woman’s masked head. 

The knife cut her deeply across the leg, and Eve fell. 

All three were on the floor, Hobbes still lashed to the chair. Eve threw herself on the woman as if on a grenade, wrestling her in spite of the pain that surged through her leg. Even sprawled out, Miss X was clever with her knife, though, and jabbed Eve a few more times. 

With a surprising flourish, Miss X managed to get her legs around Eve’s neck. The agent felt her windpipe being cut off by the murderess’s strong legs. Her vision began tunneling, and she groped blindly for her weapon. She was getting dizzy, and the multi-eyed woman was looking more terrible by the second.

“To Nothing,” Eve grunted, reaching out into the darkness beyond the edge of the circle. Her hand found the grip of her pistol, “from Nothing.” 

Eve, inspired to the brink of madness by pain and adrenaline, seized grip of her pistol and brought it out of the shadow like a club. Miss X caught her arm with the blade of the knife, spurting blood across the cellar floor. Still, the butt of Eve’s gun still connected with the side of her eye-covered ski mask. 

Miss X was knocked sideways, and Eve followed her closely, pinning the woman at gunpoint as she rose unsteadily to her feet. 

Before the woman could make another move, Eve seized the mask at the top and gave it a hard pull. The ski mask gave way easily, and Eve held it high, placing the barrel of the gun against the woman’s forehead. 

The woman’s face underneath was pale and homely, although her green eyes sparkled with spectacular anguish. She seemed to weaken as the light hit her face. She stared up as if unable to comprehend what was happening. 

This wasn’t in the script. 

Eve managed to rise, although the blood poured freely from her wounds. She didn’t know where the camera was hidden, but she did know what her final line had to be. 

With the many-eyed mask held high over her head and the gun trained on the defeated killer, Eve announced, “Anita Cazador means Nothing and the SPHYNX is not for sale.” She paused, then let the actual USB slide out of her hand to the floor, bringing her heavy booted heel down on the precious circuits. It broke like the plastic and precious metals it was. 


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

The phone rang, and Eve wished it wouldn’t. 

She had just finished packing and was on her way out the door on the first real vacation she’d had in a long time. She seriously considered not answering. With tropical islands awaiting, and no appointments to keep, who could blame her? 

She answered the phone anyway.

“When shall we three meet again, in thunder, lightning, or in rain?” said a mysterious voice on the other side.

“Hey, Lily,” Eve said, laughing light-heartedly. “How are you liking your old name?” 

“It’s been long enough it feels new again,” Lily laughed. “Ready for your vacation?”

“Christ, how do you know stuff like that? I’m supposed to be the secret agent here.” 

“Money talks, I listen. Enough said. I’m calling with good news. I’m joining you on your trip.” 

“What?” Eve was happy, but surprised. “That’s great, but why?” 

“It’s been so long since we had any time together. I thought we could use it. Besides, I could really use a change of scenery right about now.” 

“You said it,” Eve replied, shouldering her phone, and picking up the handle of her suitcase. She was still limping, but the injury was healing nicely. She’d gone to a private, one-room clinic. 

“I’ll meet you at the airport. I even upgraded your flight.” 

“Oh,” Eve said, locking the door behind her, “that’s nice of you. Thanks, I’ll see you there.” 

 

At the airport, Lily was wearing a green sundress and shades. She waved as Eve emerged through the TSA security check and ran over to give her sister a hug. 

“There’s the hero!” Lily squealed. “Thanks for letting me crash your vacation. I’ll try not to be any trouble.” 

“You?” Eve laughed and kissed her sister’s cheek. “Right.” 

In Lily’s hand, Eve noticed the burner phone she’d carried through the whole misadventure. She gave Lily a strange look. 

“You kept that thing?” she asked, “Why? Doesn’t that kind of negate the point of a burner phone?” 

Lily winked and shrugged. 

“Maybe I’m just sentimental,” she said, “or maybe Knobby told me that the original SPHYNX program was run from a flip phone, and that even the USB ‘master copy’ was controlled from it, and maybe I used it to open the gate from the back seat so that I could keep it safely out of Miss X’s greedy reach while still using the USB as a bargaining chip.” 

Eve stared, utterly dumbfounded, as her sister walked breezily off towards the gates. Her eyes, following her sister in a daze, drifted to the screen of a TV. There was a news bulletin being broadcasted, a general APB put out for an escaped convict. 

Notorious Serial Killer Howard Hope escaped prison late last night when, in a fluke security malfunction, the door of his maximum security holding cell simply came open. Authorities suspect some kind of cyber-terrorism is at play, although cyber-security teams have so far failed to identify…

Eve let her eyes fall heavily from the news broadcast and back to the disappearing figure of her sister. She wouldn’t go as far as to use SPHYNX to spring their psychopathic father from prison. 

Would she?

The FBI agent was overcome with a nightmarish feeling of synchronicity as, in her pocket, her work phone began to ring. 
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IN HIS THOUGHTS

(An Eve Hope FBI Suspense Thriller—Book 6)

 

FBI Special Agent Eve Hope can’t escape the shadow of her notorious serial killer father—though he is jailed, the puzzle of the loving father of her childhood haunts her. When a woman is found dead in a wealthy suburb community pool, Eve at once recognized this killer is someone, like her father, who can blend in, and pass for normal. Forced to face her worst memories, can Eve stop this new killer—while saving herself?

 

“This is an excellent book… When you start reading, be sure you don’t have to wake up early!”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

IN HIS THOUGHTS is BOOK #6 in a new series by #1 bestselling mystery and suspense author Kate Bold, whose books have received over 600 five star ratings and reviews.

 

A page-turning and harrowing crime thriller featuring a brilliant and tortured FBI agent, the EVE HOPE series is a riveting mystery, packed with non-stop action, suspense, twists and turns, revelations, and driven by a breakneck pace that will keep you flipping pages late into the night. Fans of Rachel Caine, Teresa Driscoll, and Robert Dugoni are sure to fall in love.

 

Future books in the series will soon be available.

 

“This book moved very fast and every page was exciting. Plenty of dialogue, you absolutely love the characters, and you were rooting for the good guy throughout the whole story… I look forward to reading the next in the series.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Kate did an amazing job on this book and I was hooked from the first chapter!”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“I really enjoyed this book. The characters were authentic, and I see the bad guys as something we hear about daily on the news... Looking forward to book 2.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“This was a really good book. The main characters were real, flawed and human. The story went along quickly and wasn't mired in too many unnecessary details. I really enjoyed it.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Alexa Chase is headstrong, impatient, but most of all brave with a capital B. She never, repeat never, backs down until the bad guys are put where they belong. Clearly five stars!”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Captivating and riveting serial murder with a twist of the macabre… Very well done.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“WOW what a great read! Talk about a diabolical killer! Really enjoyed this book. Looking forward to reading others by this author as well.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Page turner for sure. Great characters and relationships. I got into the middle of this story and couldn’t put it down. Looking forward to more from Kate Bold.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Hard to put down. It has an excellent plot and has the right amount of suspense. I really enjoyed this book.”

—Reader review for The Killing Game

 

“Extremely well written, and well worth buying and reading. I can't wait to read book two!”

—Reader review for The Killing Game
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Kate Bold

 

Bestselling author Kate Bold is author of the ALEXA CHASE SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books (and counting); the ASHLEY HOPE SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books (and counting); the CAMILLE GRACE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising eight books (and counting); the HARLEY COLE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising ten books (and counting); the KAYLIE BROOKS PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising five books (and counting); the EVE HOPE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books (and counting); and the DYLAN FIRST FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising five books (and counting). 

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Kate loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.kateboldauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch. 
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