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        "You will not want to put this book down."

        NIGHT OWL REVIEWS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "If you enjoy action, and a bit of savagery, you will enjoy Abby Kane, the agent in charge."

        SEATTLE PI

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "Abby Kane is a force unto herself... surely just the beginning of another amazing series."

        LITERARY R&R

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Meet the agent with an impossible directive: solve the FBI's most baffling cases.

      

        

      
        In Detroit's quiet Corktown neighborhood, a mutilated body has the residents nervous, and for good reason. Detroit Metro Police recognize the handiwork of the serial killer known as the Doctor. But there’s a problem with that. They locked him up seven years ago.

      

        

      
        Fiery FBI agent Abby Kane is tasked with figuring out how this madman is able to kill again. When she visits the Doctor behind bars, he swears he’s innocent and not the psychopath everyone thinks he is. Oddly enough, Abby believes him.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I never had many girlfriends growing up. As a teen, I was a bit of a tomboy. I preferred hunting trips with my father to hair braiding sleepovers with girls from school. I liked boys, but second dates were hard to come by after my suitors met my father: the tall, broad-shouldered Irishman that hovered behind me.

      In place of dating, my father taught me to bare-knuckle fight, a favorite pastime in Ireland. When I graduated from Hong Kong’s Police College at age nineteen, unheard of for a woman, he told me, “I’m proud of you, son.”

      I like to think he was joking. 

      From that point on, my law enforcement career became my focus; it took over my life. It left little time for what few friends I had and completely ruined any chance of a romance with someone other than myself. My relationships were pathetic at best and upsetting for my mother. All she had ever wanted were grandchildren. What about me, the child you birthed?

      “Why, Abby?” she would start over Sunday dinner. “Why are you not married? What is wrong? Are you lala?”⁠1

      “What?”

      “I knew it; you’re lala.”

      “I’m not lala!”

      I finally proved my mother wrong eight years later, when I married a man.

      Peng Yee was my first true love. He also showed me there was more to life than the job. We enjoyed six months of marital bliss. I say six months because that’s how long we had been married before my old partner, a good friend, sat me down and told me my husband had just been found brutally murdered. 

      We had no motive and no knowledge of enemies Peng might have had. I wasn’t prepared for that—life shoving its hand into my chest and ripping out all that mattered. 

      He left me with two young children, Ryan and Lucy, and a mother-in-law, Po Po. Peng was a widower when we fell in love; now I was a widow, and a stepmother to boot.

      I dealt with his death by throwing myself into my work. I had all but abandoned the family during that time. My stepchildren were strangers to me, and Po Po was fast becoming their mother, a job I slowly started to realize I wanted. So I did what I thought was best. I quit the force and moved the family to San Francisco for a new start in life. Mine, mostly.
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        * * *

      

      I checked my watch—ten to seven. I picked up the pace on my Sunday morning run, enough to get the endorphins flowing and the hair tangled. Po Po would already be up, puttering around the kitchen, doing the job I should have been doing—the job of mom. I turned onto Pfeiffer Street and walked four houses toward our Victorian—a fixer-upper. 

      As soon as I stepped inside, the smell of pancakes filled my nostrils. Po Po stood next to the kitchen counter in her blue and white nightgown, making a batch of everyone’s favorite, blueberry. Her arm jerked back and forth, mixing more batter than necessary. Ever since she’d discovered Bisquick, we’d been eating silver dollars quite regularly.

      “Why are you cooking now?” I asked. “The kids won’t be up for another half hour.”

      “You eat,” she said, staring at me in her loving yet authoritative way. 

      It irritated me that she made the kids breakfast every morning. That should have been my job. I worked during the week and seldom got home before 5:00 p.m. when old people and small children liked to eat. 

      I should have been grateful to have a mother-in-law who wanted to help out. But deep down inside, I wanted to be the awesome supermom fixing her kids’ meals yet still managing a career. In the meantime, I focused on mastering the not-tired-when-I-came-home-from-work role.

      A month after arriving in the States, I took a job as a federal agent investigating white-collar crime, mostly fraud. I know it made no sense for a burned out detective to join the FBI, but I needed a J.O.B.

      “I’ll eat after my shower,” I called out to her.

      I headed upstairs to my bedroom and started the shower before stripping off my running gear. With my new career, I actually had time to practice an active lifestyle. Even though I had the metabolism of a cheetah, I missed the runner’s high those double-digit runs had fueled. 

      I moved my finger across my stomach and traced the noticeable six-pack before clucking my lips and patting my tummy. You still got it. I couldn’t take all the credit, though. My parents passed along their best genes, except for one thing; my Chinese mother blessed me with her short stature. Despite that, I stood proud at five foot one. 

      My hair, however, was another matter. I longed for a curvy body but settled for straight silk. I turned, so my back faced the mirror. I had started to grow out my shoulder-length hair; it popped nicely against my fair skin. 

      In the shower, my skin tingled under the delicious warmth. I had one of those rain showerheads, and it felt like hundreds of fingertips tapping away on my body. Speaking of tapping, my bathroom door had opened, and the tap-tap of tiny feet made their way across the floor.

      “Is that you, Lucy?” She was my youngest, at age five. Ryan was eight.

      I heard her yawn before she answered. “Yes, Mommy.”

      “Didn’t Mommy tell you not to come into the bathroom when other people are using it?”

      “I had to pee-pee.”

      “What’s wrong with the hallway bathroom?”

      “Ryan’s hogging it.”

      Lucy was the only one who called me Mommy. Ryan called me Abby. It didn’t bother me. I completely understood. He was old enough to remember his mother. She had died shortly after Lucy was born. As far as the five-year-old was concerned, I was her mother, and I liked that.

      By the time I had made my way back downstairs, both kids were eating their fluffy stacks. I poured myself a cup of green tea and sat at the table, where the San Francisco Chronicle waited for me. I picked up a knife and fork, preparing to cut Lucy’s meal, only to see someone had beaten me to it. And that someone had already read halfway through her copy of the Sing Tao Daily.

      Before I could think of a witty remark, we all heard impatient rapping at the front door. All eyes fell upon me, so I got up and did my duty.

      “Abby, sorry to disturb you so early.” My unofficial partner, Agent Trey Wilkinson, stood outside my door, and he didn’t look too happy. 

      I stepped onto the front porch and closed the door behind me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, adjusting his Oakland A’s cap. 

      While we weren’t assigned partners, he and I had worked closely together on several small cases. Wilkinson was a rising star inside the Bureau and was a great help to me in the beginning. We had a friendly relationship; I occasionally called him Wilky. Whenever possible, we would seek the other one out and team on a case. We respected each other’s abilities. 

      “You remember telling me how you enjoyed your job with the FBI, how easy breezy it was?”

      My right eyebrow rose, giving him my answer. 

      “Well, Detroit Metro Police had a couple of homicides pop up. There are similarities between the cases, and the detectives think they might have a serial killer on their hands.”

      “Really? How many so far?”

      “Two.”

      “Don’t you need three to officially qualify, or is it different in the States?”

      My partner shrugged and nodded. “That’s not all, though; they want us to fly out today. There’s a charter flight we can tag along on. We have to move now.” 

      My gut tightened a bit. I didn’t expect to hear that.

      “We’re to be briefed first thing Monday morning,” he said as he looked down and kicked at the porch with the tip of his sneaker. “Sorry about ruining your Sunday.”

      I knew it wasn’t his doing. He was only the messenger. “Hey, we can enjoy each other’s misery on the flight.” 

      Wilkinson smiled again. He may have been thirty, but he looked twenty-two.

      Breaking the news to everyone wasn’t something I looked forward to doing. For the last six months, we had lived as a normal family. We were happy, content, and gelling. My new job allowed me the flexibility to take off for an hour to walk Ryan and Lucy home from school on a somewhat regular basis. I had even attended my first PTA meeting. 

      And now the job was getting in the way, again.

      As I headed back inside, Po Po saw it on my face. She knew what a hushed conversation outside meant.

      A couple of hours later, Wilkinson and I were on a flight to Detroit. I already missed Po Po and the kids. But to be honest, the chase excited me.
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            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m horny,” she said.

      “I’m driving back from Kalamazoo,” he said.

      “It’s Sunday evening. Why aren’t you home?” she cooed into her cell phone, allowing the last word to trail. “I need you to take care of me.”

      “I’m three hours away.”

      “Hurry.”

      Recently divorced, Marian Ward had started to enjoy her single life with her kids away in college. It got better when she met Paul Poole, an engineer at Ford. He had turned Marian on to her first screaming “O,” as well as opened her eyes to the wonderful world of BDSM. She couldn’t get enough of the whipping, clamping, and toy-infused lifestyle. From the start, she was hooked. 

      Marian stood in front of her oak-framed floor mirror, completely nude, except for the dangles of bling around her neck and wrists. She twirled around, bent over, and struck other seductive poses. Not bad for a forty-six-year-old. By all accounts, the five-foot-seven brunette took the term MILF to a whole new level. Marian was incredibly proud of her tight stomach and taut butt. Her early morning gym visits kept those areas in check and her social calendar full. She paid for a lift in the bosom department, but you couldn’t blame her; her age and two kids made it inevitable. Plus, she had a life now.

      She entered her walk-in closet and continued toward the back wall where four customized drawers were built. She reached for the third one and pulled it out. It was five inches deep and lined with black velvet material. Neatly displayed inside were all sorts of buzzing toys. She also had metal and fuzzy handcuffs, whips, feathers, chains, blindfolds, mouth gags, and an array of fun costumes.

      Marian felt extra naughty that day and plucked out her favorite butt plug, the one made of clear safety glass with a colorful jeweled bottom.

      Reaching around, she slowly inserted the toy until it popped in, and only the sparkly base was exposed. She then pranced around the room, accentuating the shift of her hips from side to side. She often dared herself to spend the day at work with the toy inside her but hadn’t yet built up the nerve. 

      The dancing beauty made her way back down to the kitchen, where she uncorked a bottle of cabernet sauvignon and flipped through Saturday’s mail. With time to kill, the wait made her want it more. She grabbed the bottle and a glass and headed back upstairs. A good soak to relax couldn’t hurt. 

      Marian relished every bit of the warm, sudsy water. At the same time, she puffed lazily on a joint, something else Paul had introduced her to. It didn’t take long for her to start dreaming up scenarios for the evening. She liked Paul and was grateful that he had helped her open up sexually. 

      With her eyes closed and her mind flying high, she thought about Paul and how he knew her body so intimately. She absolutely adored the way he made her quiver when he kissed her lips lightly. She loved it even more, when his tongue dotted her neck. 

      Even though she had wholly submerged herself in the tub, she could still feel her wetness increasing. With her eyes closed and her body limp, she encouraged her fingers to explore every part of her landscape. God, that feels great. 

      Yes, everything felt great right then. Marian was in heaven, enjoying every bit of it—until the obvious presented itself. If both of her hands were busy with her nipples, then whose hand was busy between her legs?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      She tried to scream. She gave it her all. But the orange gag strapped to her mouth had done an excellent job of shutting Marian up. She lay flat on her back, tied to her bed with the same leather straps she had enjoyed many times before. She twisted and turned from side to side but could not free herself. Her head hurt, and her eyes were crusty. The last thing she remembered before awakening was a cloth being pressed onto her face.

      “That’s the downside of being into kink,” the stranger said, startling her. “You never know if the other person will forget the safe word.”

      The blond man sat casually on the chaise lounge in the corner of the bedroom. She was surprised to see him and thought for a second she had smoked too much whacky weed, but the bindings holding her legs open were a firm indication that she was wrong. 

      Her legs were tied in a way that she could not close them. She felt exposed as he stared between them. He noticed the toy still inside her and waved a finger. “You’re a naughty one, aren’t you?”

      He stood up, fixed his brown corduroy blazer, and straightened his khaki pants before walking around the bed toward her walk-in closet. “You have such fun toys. Many I’ve never seen before.” He disappeared for a moment and then reappeared, holding something in his hand. “This one is my favorite. It’s genius.” 

      Marian’s eyes widened when she saw what he had returned with.

      He walked toward her and sat near the edge of the bed. His eyes soaked up her nakedness, paying extra attention to the details between her legs. He breathed in, chest expanding. “I can smell your scent.” He breathed deeply again. “Fear. It excites you.”

      Tears flowed as she shook her head from side to side. The straps dug deeper into her wrists and ankles. He held the gift Paul had bought her last month—the only one she refused to use. The one she even considered throwing away. 

      He moved closer, and she desperately tried to scoot away, her legs flailing hopelessly. Marian let out more muffled cries for help. Her eyes, wide and wet, begging him to stay away.

      “You haven’t tried this, have you?” he said.

      Marian shook her head, hoping he would understand.

      He did. The stranger reached up between her legs.

      Marian screamed at the unthinkable. Her body, now rigid, shook uncontrollably. Her face drained itself to an ashen white. Her fists tightened into balls, and her nails cut into her palms. As much as she wanted to, she could not tear her eyes away from the object in his hand. 

      In an instant, before she could gasp, she watched his hand thrust forward.
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      “It’s a fist.”

      Detective Vince Solis worked homicide with Detroit Metro Police. He bent down near the bed and looked straight up between Marian Ward’s legs. The life-like piece of rubber was still lodged inside her vagina.

      “A what?”

      Solis motioned with his hand. “You know. A rubber fist.”

      His partner, Ray Madero, stepped forward for a closer look at the object sticking out of her. “How can you tell?”

      “Played with one in a porn shop once,” he said while standing up and fixing his jacket. “It’s like a dildo only in the shape of a real arm with a balled fist at the end. Except I think this one is a double fist.”

      Madero crinkled his eyebrows. “Why buy a fake one? What’s wrong with the one she’s already got at the end of her arm?”

      “Why buy a fake cock or a pussy? People get off on it.” Solis knelt again next to the body.

      Madero shook his head. “I’ll tell you why; women don’t have cocks, so it makes sense to buy one. But she,” he pointed at her, “she’s already got a hand.”

      Solis eyed his partner. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe she can’t reach with her own fist?”

      Madero’s fat head pondered the conundrum for a few seconds before he waived off Solis. “If she can wipe her own ass, she can reach.”
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        * * *

      

      “Reach what?” I asked as Wilkinson, and I entered the bedroom. The two detectives turned toward us. They both had ignorance scrawled across their face. The one standing showed his intelligence first. “Miss, this is a crime scene.”

      They always do that, assume I couldn’t possibly be there for the crime. I didn’t get it. We were dressed in suits, though I thought I looked cuter in mine than Wilkinson did in his. We made it past all the uniforms downstairs but still, the idiot couldn’t connect the dots that I might be somebody.

      Unbelievable. I whipped my badge out. “I’m Agent Abby Kane. This is my partner, Agent Trey Wilkinson.”

      The detective who had spoken sauntered toward me with a stupid smirk on his face. He looked roughly six feet tall and probably had about three hundred pounds on me. I may have been short, but I had a powerful uppercut that was perfectly aligned with what had to be his tiny set of balls. Before my father left Ireland, he was the best bare-knuckle brawler to ever come out of his town. Did I mention he made sure I was just as good?

      “Look. This is our case,” he said. “We appreciate your help, but it’s not needed.” 

      That’s when he tried to be funny and patted me on the head. I grabbed his hand and yanked down, forcing it back at the wrist. I had him immobilized and crying like a baby in just a few seconds. With him bent over and his face closer to my height, I leaned in. “I’m not a dog. Don’t ever pet me.”

      “You psycho bitch. Let go of me,” he yelped.

      Wilkinson stepped in just as I winked at the crybaby and forced him off to the side. “Let’s all calm down here,” he said.

      “Tell that bitch⁠—”

      Wilkinson grabbed the detective by his suit and pushed him back into the wall. “Watch your mouth.”

      “All right. Everybody relax,” the other detective spoke up. He stepped between Wilkinson and the other man and separated them. He then faced me with tired eyes. “I’m Detective Vince Solis,” he said with his hand extended. He seemed like the smarter of the two. He was evenly tanned and wore a mustache. “That’s Detective Ray Madero. Look, we got off on the wrong foot. Let’s start over.”

      I shook Solis’ hand and then walked over to the body. “What do you guys know so far?”

      Solis joined me near the bed. “This woman had an appetite for kink. She’s got drawers filled with this stuff.”

      “Besides her sexual tastes, got anything else?”

      “As you can see from the sheets, she bled out. If you look closely, you’ll see there are three tiny incisions.” Solis pointed with a pen to her neck and then her legs. “One along the carotid artery in the neck and one on the femoral artery in each leg. She drained quickly.”

      I bent down for a closer look. “And this rubber object?”

      “It’s a fist. Doesn’t look like it played a role in the victim's death. Below that is a butt plug. The killer might have been screwing around with her beforehand,” Solis said.

      “Any idea who she is?” I asked as I stood up and faced him.

      “She’s some big shot over at Chrysler, Marian Ward. Every once in a while, she’s on TV or in the paper.”

      I turned to the only uniform in the room. “Were you the first on the scene?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Call me Agent Kane,” I said with a smile.

      “Sorry. The pasty guy on the couch downstairs found her and called it in.”

      “Anybody talk to him yet?”

      “I talked to him a little just to get a sense of what happened.” The young officer took out his notebook. “His name is Paul Poole. He’s an engineer at Ford. Said they met at some automotive function. They had been seeing each other for about six months, though he says it was mostly booty calls. Oh, he admits to turning her on to the BDSM life. Anyway, he said she called him on his cell and invited him over tonight.”

      “He took his time?” I asked. 

      “He was on his way back from Kalamazoo and had about three hours of drive time left when she called him.” He scanned his notes again. “Uh, he said when he got here, he followed her trail of clothes upstairs and found her like that.”

      “He had a key to the house?”

      The uniform shook his head. “He said the door was unlocked. He figured she had left it open for him.”

      “Do us a favor; make sure Mr. BDSM doesn’t leave, and no one talks to him before I do.”

      The uniform nodded again and then hurried downstairs.

      I turned to Solis. “What are you thinking?”

      “No sign of breaking and entering. Whoever did this knew the victim or had access to the house.”

      “Maybe she’s such a horn dog she decided to fit another guy in before her main squeeze got here,” Madero added.

      Tiny ball man not helping.

      “Forensics just arrived. We’ll know more once they’re able to wrap their investigation. They might find another print or something we overlooked,” Solis added. He then took a step closer to me. “Agent Kane, I gotta ask. Why is the FBI involved, and how did you guys find out about this crime scene so fast?”
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      “I was hoping you could tell us,” I said. No point in holding back our agenda. “Our supervisor ordered us to fly to Detroit today. Our briefing isn’t until tomorrow morning, but when we landed, we received instructions to head over to this address right away.”

      Solis looked at Madero for a second and then back at me. “That’s all you know?”

      Wilkinson and I nodded. Solis motioned for everyone to follow him out of the room. We huddled at the end of the hallway, away from the CSI crew that had just appeared. 

      “This is what we know,” Solis said. “Two months ago, a body pops up. An old homeless guy in an alley near Corktown⁠—”

      “Corktown?” I said

      “Yeah, it’s a small neighborhood west of downtown Detroit. Anyway, this guy has the same M.O. as our vic here, minus the fist. A month later, another body pops up. Middle-aged guy, fishing on the shores of Lake St. Clair. Again, same M.O. minus the fist.”

      “Wait. You’re Birmingham police. Aren’t these other cases out of your jurisdiction?”

      Solis nodded. “They are.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Why are you keeping tabs on them?”

      “We’re not,” Madero added.

      “Here’s a little background for you.” Solis pointed at Madero and then himself. “We’re both new to the precinct. I’m from Jersey. Madero here is from Tampa. We’ve both been in the city for maybe a year, so we have no history; no one knows us. But get this: we’re sharing old war stories with the desk sergeant when he starts to tell us about the original Corktown murders, which took place maybe fifteen years ago. A couple was found dead—cut and bled out.”

      “Like our vic here,” I said. 

      “Yeah,” he said. “But nobody was ever brought in. Seemed like the case was headed for the filing cabinet marked ‘unsolved.’ Anyway, all was quiet for six months, and then bam—a few more bodies, same M.O.”

      “In Corktown?” Wilkinson asks.

      Solis nods. “Soon after, more bodies pop up. This time, a couple in Detroit, same M.O. Next thing you know, Detroit’s got a massive serial killer problem. This guy is terrorizing the place, leaving bodies left and right. Male, female—all ages. All told, maybe forty to fifty victims over a five-to-six-year period. All of them were killed the same way, with an incision to the neck or legs, and then left to bleed out. Of course, minus⁠—”

      “The fist. Yeah, I get it. So what happened to this killer?”

      “They finally caught the guy trying to pull off a bank heist with his girlfriend. He killed fourteen people during the botched robbery.”

      “So they caught the guy. Case solved, right?” I asked.

      Solis shrugged. “Appears that way, except…”

      “Bodies are starting to turn up with the same M.O.,” I said as I shifted my weight to one leg.

      Solis nodded.

      “It’s the higher-ups who connected the dots?” Wilkinson asked.

      “That’s what we’re thinking. Had Madero and I not chatted with the desk sergeant, this M.O. wouldn’t have stood out to us. This is probably why you guys were called in.”

      I turned to Wilkinson. “Why us? The Bureau has local agents here.”

      “You know, I remember hearing about this case,” he said. “The press nicknamed the guy ‘The Doctor.’ Anyway, I believe the local field office lent its support, and like Solis said, they ended up catching the guy. But why we’re investigating instead of them seems strange.”

      “And they called us before this murder, the third, ever happened,” I added. “Seems like there’s more to this than what’s being said. Two murders shouldn’t spook them.”

      Solis put his palms up in front of him. “Hey, don’t look at us. It’s clear we’re being kept out of the loop.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “Any other connection between the three victims?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “Take away the incisions, and these are three separate cases. Also, the ‘serial’ word is forbidden for now. As far as the citizens of Detroit and the press are concerned, it’s a whacky copycat that we’re closing in on. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Maybe the killer is checking off a bucket list—you know, a person from different categories,” Madero added.

      Again, not helping.

      I shook my head. “The killer seems educated. He must have had some sort of medical training, enough to know how the human body operates. These incisions are meant to drain a body as fast as possible.” I headed back into the room and took another long look at the victim. “There has to be a reason why he’s mimicking the original killer’s M.O.”

      “We have yet to figure that one out,” Solis said as he came up behind me. “Perhaps that’s where you guys come in.”

      I turned to the three men. “Most serial killers have a motive behind each kill they make. They hate women, or they’re ridding the world of jerks.”

      “So what’s this guy’s beef?” Solis asked.

      “Not sure, but I’m betting there’s an agenda. There’s a reason why this person chose to copy the M.O. of a known serial killer.”

      “Maybe he’s paying homage,” Wilkinson said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      That same night. 

      “I’m home.”

      “Daaaaddyyy!” The two young boys charged down the tiled hallway to the front door and were scooped up, one in each arm, by the tall man. 

      “Where were you?” the oldest boy asked.

      “Daddy had business to take care of. Boring stuff, you wouldn’t want to know. But I’m home now,” said Preston Carter, looking at his watch. “It’s beyond your bedtimes.”

      A woman wearing wire-framed glasses walked into the foyer. She had chestnut-brown hair that fell just below her shoulders, and her eyes were a shade darker than a blue lagoon. She had on form-fitting jeans and a sheer blouse, and her body showed no sign that she had borne any children at all. 

      “They wanted to stay up until you came home.” Katherine Carter gave her husband a kiss as he lowered the boys to the floor.

      “Eeewwww,” they groaned.

      “Now, Jackson, Lorenzo. What did we agree to do as soon as Daddy got home?”

      “Brush our teeth and get ready for bed,” they said in unison.

      The little one begged. “Mommy, can’t we stay up just a little longer with Daddy?”

      She looked at her husband. It would be his call.

      “Here’s what we’ll do; you two go brush your teeth, and I’ll come by and read you a bedtime story. Sound good?”

      Both boys cheered and raced each other up the stairs. After they disappeared, Katherine turned to her husband. “We had spaghetti for dinner. Should I fix you a plate?”

      He patted his stomach and shook his head. “Sounds tempting, but I stopped for a bite on the way home. I’m afraid I might explode.”

      “Well, you can have it for lunch tomorrow.”

      Preston pointed up the stairs. “I’m going to freshen up and get the boys into bed. I’ll be back down.” 

      Katherine smiled before turning and heading back into the kitchen. The two met when Katherine was a freshman at Oakland University. It wasn’t long before afternoon coffee turned into weeknight dinners, which led to weekend getaways. They dated for five years until she got pregnant. That’s when they decided to marry.

      Preston double-stepped it up the stairs, a sign that he was still fit at forty-five, even after a couple of chili dogs. He stopped by the hall bathroom, where his sons were busy brushing their teeth. “Hurry up and pick out a book. We’ll rally in Jackson’s room in a few minutes.”

      He continued down the hall to the master bedroom and closed the door behind him. He hung up his jacket, slipped off his pants, and replaced them with a fresh T-shirt and sweatpants. In the master bath, Preston washed his hands and splashed water on his face. He ran his hand through his thick blond hair, checking the length, looking for the occasional white strand.

      He stopped just short of leaving the room and headed over to the bed, where he retrieved a small metal box from under his side. He fiddled with the combination lock for a bit before it opened. Inside were two boxes of disposable scalpels and a box containing latex gloves. He plucked out two gloves and picked a scalpel. He then opened the closet and tucked them into the inside pocket of his blazer. Always be prepared.

      He exited the bedroom. “What are we reading, boys?”
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      It was well after midnight when we left the crime scene. Making the trek from the burbs to downtown that night wasn’t an option we were keen on. Instead, we found a hotel in the area and got two rooms for the night.

      The next morning, we exited the lobby a little before eight. The temperature outside had already soared to eighty-five degrees. I imagined it would only get hotter in the city, and the humidity would start its frizz assault on my hair. 

      According to the hotel concierge, Central Precinct was a straight shot from Birmingham—about a forty-minute drive along Woodward Avenue. Wilkinson drove our rental, as usual.

      “You know, we could have left later if you weren’t ready.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked as I applied my makeup. “I was ready.”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “Oh, Wilky, stop being a grouch. I know you like to watch me put on my lipstick,” I said, smiling while I flipped the visor back up.

      “Also, you should learn to drive one of these days,” he said, shooting me a look.

      “But you’re so good at it.” 

      “Don’t butter me up. You need to learn.”

      “You know, when I was a detective in Hong Kong⁠—” 

      “Another Hong Kong story. This should be good.”

      I stopped and shot him a raised eyebrow. “Are you going to let me finish, or are you going to keep rolling your eyes like a little teenage girl?”

      “Fine. Talk.”

      “My partners always drove because, in my culture, the men drove.” I pointed at my chest. “I wanted to drive. They wouldn’t let me.”

      “I’m teaching you how to drive when we get back to San Francisco. I’ll insist you drive from then on to make up for all the times you were discriminated against in Hong Kong.”

      “Great. Can’t wait.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I hope you’re patient. I’m a slow learner.” 

      They say when you fight with the opposite sex, it means you like them. Did we really like each other? Maybe. Also, I still wasn’t sure how to tell him I had gotten my driver’s license three months ago. What can I say? I liked being a passenger.

      I pointed at a McDonald’s. “Pull into the drive-through.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re always like this when you haven’t had your morning coffee.”

      “Like what?” Wilkinson scoffed.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Plus, I could use some hot water for my tea.” I always kept a tin of loose leaf with me—Tieguanyin. Even though I had acquired my father’s taste for Jameson, my mother made sure I developed an addiction to the green elixir. Maybe that explained my eye color. 

      “It must have been tough for you at the start,” he said after a few sips.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know when you first got into law enforcement.”

      “It wasn’t easy, but I managed.”

      “I’d say. Chief Inspector in charge of Organized Crime, was it?”

      “Organized Crime and Triad Bureau. Why the sudden interest?”

      “Well, you haven’t spoken much about that.”

      “What do you want to know? That when I got the job, I didn’t get a round of drinks after work or a celebratory lunch? That it was rumored the only orders the men wanted to hear me shout were, ‘Harder,’ and, ‘Don’t stop’?”

      “No, not at all. That’s terrible.”

      I turned to Wilkinson. “I’m sorry. Look, I know you’re not like those men. It was a bittersweet time in my life.”

      “Was it always like that?”

      “No, it actually got better when I saved my old partner from having his head blown off.”

      “What happened?”

      “My department had targeted a small Triad gang in the Sham Shui Po district. The plan was to grab as many of the members as possible at six different locations before sunrise. My old partner and I were hitting the same residence. We punched through the door with a battering ram and caught them sleeping. It was a pretty easy roundup until I saw a young male jump out a window with my partner not far behind.”

      “And you followed them both right out the window.”

      “Yup. Anyway, I ran down an alleyway until I reached an open doorway. Inside, I saw my partner with his arms up and a shotgun at finger’s length from his face.”

      “The guy got the jump on your partner?”

      “He did, don’t ask me how. I took one look at the gang member’s shifting eyes and knew what he was thinking; Blow this guy away, then take out the girl.”

      “What happened?”

      I chuckled a bit and shook my head.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking, but I jumped to the side like that movie, the one with Keanu Reeves…”

      “Wait, you mean The Matrix?”

      “Yeah, except I only had the one gun.”

      Wilkinson laughed and batted his palms against the steering wheel. “Don’t bullshit me. Tell me you did not reenact the fricken Matrix to save your partner.”

      “I did. And guess what? It worked.”

      Wilkinson shook his head; he still had a fat grin on his face. I was laughing, too. Hearing myself retell the story, it sounded incredibly stupid.

      “So what happened next?” he asked.

      I took a moment to catch my breath. “Well, that stupid move caught the guy by surprise. He did a double-take, enough time to give me the jump on him. I was able to squeeze off two rounds before crashing down on my shoulder. The first shot took out his trigger hand. The second one slammed into his face.”

      “Bullshit. For real?”

      “If I had missed, do you honestly think I would be in this car sitting next to you?”

      Wilkinson looked at me and smiled. “Damn, you really are the shit.”

      We both exploded into more laughter.

      Okay, so we do really get along, but we’re professionals. We respect one another, and that’s as far as whatever this is will go.
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      We reached the station at nine sharp. Before exiting our vehicle, we cleared ourselves of the giggles and restored our professional demeanor. We expected to meet with the commanding officer that morning, but it turned out that wouldn’t be the case. 

      Shortly after we entered the building, a stocky gentleman in a dark suit needing tailoring greeted us. Clothing aside, he seemed pleasant and had a friendly smile.

      “Agent Kane. Agent Wilkinson. Welcome to Detroit. I’m Lieutenant Roy White.”

      We shook hands and smiled. “Thanks for inviting us out, Lieutenant White,” I said.

      “No, thank you for coming.” He then turned around. “Follow me; everybody’s waiting.” 

      Everybody?

      White kept a fast pace as his shoes click-clacked on the tiled floors. “We’ve heard a lot about you, Agent Kane. Hong Kong’s loss is our gain.”

      “Thanks, but I just did my job.”

      The precinct was housed in a fairly old building with lots of beige. It did, however, appear to have a buzz to it. The public had started to trickle inside, filing complaints, mostly about neighbors or getting booked. Memories from my early years back in Hong Kong flooded my head. I smiled, but I didn’t miss it.

      We followed the lieutenant through two wooden doors. Inside were twelve grumpy men sitting around a rectangular conference table. We were directed toward two empty chairs in the middle.

      A clearing of a throat captured everyone’s attention. I looked at the man who sat at the head of the table. His face was a look of fierceness, hardened from years of wearing the uniform, I supposed. He introduced himself as Chief of Police, Reginald Reed, Detroit Police Department. I was a bit surprised by his presence in the room, actually, and slightly impressed. But the surprises didn’t stop there. 

      The introductions continued around the table. The police chiefs for Birmingham, Royal Oak, Grosse Pointe, Madison Heights, and many more were in attendance. I didn’t expect their best. Were we in the right room?

      As the chiefs continued, I felt a buzzing in my pocket. I pulled out my cell phone. Lucy had sent me a text. “Ryan called me dog face.” 

      Ever since I taught her how to text on Po Po’s phone, it had been nonstop. I sent a text back. “Tell Ryan I said to stop calling you dog face.”

      I tucked my phone away just as the last chief started to introduce himself.

      “You got someone else you want to text before we continue?” he asked, glaring.

      I had made a new rule for myself when we moved to the States—I would always take the time to respond to my kids; call it Operation Better Mother. “Sorry, classified stuff. Your name?”

      The chief stared me down for a moment longer before continuing. His intimidation tactics had no effect on me. I had once worked for Hong Kong Police. I glanced at Wilkinson; he looked confused, probably wondering the same thing I had—why the grumpy order of police chiefs had gathered for us. But I suspected the reason was that we were about to be thrown into a hornet’s nest.
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      The chiefs looked uncomfortable in the oversized leather chairs. No good trying to hide the mood in the room. It was serious, bordering on gloom, and apparently, no one wanted to be there. I started to think I didn’t want to either.

      “If I could have everyone’s attention,” Reed spoke up. The leader of this shindig was about to start the briefing. He looked at Wilkinson. “Agent Kane.” And then me. “Agent Wilkinson.” 

      Wilkinson beat me to the punch and corrected the chief. “I’m Agent Wilkinson. She’s Agent Kane.”

      The silence and the flat look on everyone’s faces told me they expected Agent Kane to be tall and broad-shouldered. What they got instead was a short, green-eyed firecracker looking up at them from across the table. I was used to it. So long as I wasn’t publicly denied any ride at an amusement park, my height never bothered me.

      Reed cleared his throat and then shifted in his seat for the third time. “I’m sure you have questions. I can start by answering the ones I know you’ll ask.”

      This should be good.

      Reed looked to be in his fifties—still young, but the worry lines across his forehead told another story. He clasped his weathered hands together and looked around the room before settling on Wilkinson and me. 

      “We are facing a grave situation—one we all would like to resolve quickly and quietly. What we discuss today must not leave this room. Is that understood, Agent Kane and Agent Wilkinson?”

      We both nodded. “It’s my understanding that we’re here to consult on a possible serial killer,” I said. “I’m not sure what’s so secretive about that. You’ve only had your third body last night, which officially qualifies it.”

      Reed didn’t blink, didn’t move… but only stared until he spoke again. “About seven years ago, a serial killer terrorized the city of Detroit and many of the surrounding towns. This went on for five… long… years.” Both hands helped him emphasize his point. “Forty-five victims, most of them in Detroit. Do you know what that does to a city, to the people?”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to speak up. The seriousness with which Reed had delivered the information only filled my head with more questions seeking answers. “Our understanding is you caught him.”

      Some of the chiefs shifted in their chairs as they looked toward Reed.

      “We don’t want a repeat. Every chief of police you see here today represents a city that had victims the last go-round. Some of them, including me, even have the pleasure of participating in the second go-round. We’re all in agreement; we don’t want this to turn into another massacre. We believe we have a copycat on our hands.”

      “If you think it’s just a copycat, it seems like you could throw enough manpower at it to put this to bed quickly.” 

      “Agent Kane, we were told by your superiors we would have your full cooperation. Did I misunderstand this?”

      Note to self: check with Special Agent Reilly on why we were sent. “You do have our cooperation. I’m sorry if I led you to believe something else.” Why is he so sensitive?

      “We’re giving you and your partner full authority on this case. No matter what city a body pops up in, if it has the same M.O., you two will be the senior investigators on it.”

      Take on every case? Oh, that sounds like fun. What else can I do around here? Hand jobs for the table? “What about the other detectives?” I asked.

      “They’ll still work the case. Look at them as extra pairs of eyes and hands. Don’t be afraid to use them. Everyone here is behind this. Any resource you need, case files, access to evidence—Lieutenant White is your go-to guy, but feel free to reach out to any of us. Agent Kane, you come highly recommended. We’re looking to you to nip this in the bud.”

      Don’t forget about the white male I walked into the room with; he’s helping too. I never thought I would see a room full of chiefs so scared of their own shadows. Something isn’t right here. 

      I knew what a briefing like that meant. I had the full support of everyone, so long as I stuck to the support they were comfortable giving. I also had complete control, so long as I stuck within the parameters of what they felt warranted enough control. Lastly, I had access to all the information they thought I needed to solve the case, not a file more. I knew the routine. It was bull, but I had never let it get in the way in the past, and I wouldn’t this time.

      Wilkinson and I thanked them with smiles long enough to carry us out of the room, not a step further. My partner leaned in and whispered, “What sort of clusterfuck did we just get handed?”

      “The worst kind,” I said. “There’s more going on than the chiefs are letting on. That’s another case we need to crack. I have a feeling it’s the answer to catching our guy.”
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      White led us down a corridor away from the public areas of the precinct. “I’m gonna set you guys up near me. It’s quieter over here.” 

      Is that so you can keep a close eye on us? 

      He opened the door to a small office. We peeked inside and saw two desks, two chairs, and a large whiteboard. 

      “This was an old storage area, but we cleaned it out and use it for interrogations every once in a while.”

      I guess the cleaning didn’t apply to the cobwebs hanging from the ceiling? 

      “It’s your office now,” he continued. “My humble abode is just around the corner, past the men’s bathroom. Don’t be afraid to stop by if you need anything or have questions.” White took a step but stopped and turned back. “You guys have an idea on what kind of information you need?”

      “Case files for all the previous murders and current ones to start with,” I said. Just then, my cell rang. It was Po Po. I asked Wilkinson if he could continue as I stepped outside the office and walked a few steps away.

      “Po Po, is everything all right?” 

      “Everything fine.” She spoke in slight broken English. “I calling to see when you come home.”

      “Wait, there’s a lot of static. Hang on.” I walked toward the front of the building. Much better. “I think I’m going to be out here for a while. I’ll see what I can do about coming back for a visit.”

      Po Po grunted and then said, “Lucy want to talk.”

      I could hear the phone exchanging hands and then the sound of heavy breathing. “Hi, Mommy. I miss you.”

      “Mommy misses you too, Lucy. Are you getting ready for school?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You’ll have to show me what you did today when I get home.”

      “When are you coming back?”

      “Mommy doesn’t know yet.”

      “Oookay.”

      Before I could say anything else, I heard rustling and then silence. I walked back into the office. It smelled of turpentine. Wilkinson had already taken a seat at one of the desks. “The lieutenant is having all the case files delivered here. He said to give it an hour or two. Oh, and I cleaned off your chair.”

      “Why? What was⁠—”

      “You don’t want to know.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next few days holed up in the tiny office. I started to feel like a regular at the precinct—punching the clock and getting to know the vending machines. I even kept my stash of green tea in the break room. 

      A couple of uniforms had delivered a mountain of stuffed banker boxes to us that first day. Every one of them was filled with files from the previous and current cases, so we were told. Without an obvious starting point, we just grabbed a file and started to read.  

      It wasn’t until the third day that we found what we were looking for, something we should have had from the very start of the investigation.

      “Got it,” Wilkinson waved a file in the air.

      We had been searching for the original killer’s case file from the moment we got the boxes. Until that point, we had developed a good grasp of who the victims were, but we didn’t know much about him.

      “Michael ‘Blade’ Garrison,” Wilkinson read aloud. “Grew up in Sterling Heights. Did a year at Oakland Community College⁠—”

      “No med school?”

      “Nope, not that I can tell.”

      “Strange, you’d think this guy would have had a medical background given the way his victims died.”

      “He could have gotten his information in a public library or online.”

      Self-taught? “What else is in the file?”

      “No previous arrests until he was caught robbing the bank.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” How did he get so good at being a bad guy without slipping up? “This guy terrorizes the city for five years, and it’s not until he robs a bank that they catch him. That make any sense to you?”

      Wilkinson threw his hands up. “Why on earth would a serial killer suddenly want to rob a bank? It’s not like the skills transfer over.” 

      I listened as he continued to read out loud. “In a nutshell, he tried to rob the main branch of the Comerica Bank. Things went wrong. The police showed up. He took hostages and killed fourteen people by either shooting them or cutting them before SWAT stormed the bank. He was found guilty of those murders, attempted robbery, and a slew of other stuff. Looks like that’s how they put him away. Sounds like amateur hour if you ask me.”

      “What about the other murders before the bank robbery?” I asked.

      Wilkinson continued. “Well, it says he confessed to them.”

      I picked up a file on one of the victims. “This one says, Closed. Case solved.” I grabbed another. “Hmm, says the same thing here too.” It appeared as though Garrison did indeed confess to all the murders. 

      “Sounds like the dream case,” Wilkinson said. “Talk about caving in.”

      My gut didn’t agree with what we had discovered. The guy they arrested for robbing the bank and killing the hostages turned out to be the serial killer they’d hunted for five years. Talk about miracles.

      Wilkinson looked at his watch and stood up. “You want the same thing?”

      I looked at my watch; it was noon. “I’m sorry. I like chili dogs as much as the next guy, but I can’t eat another one of those things. It’s making me constipated.”

      Wilkinson pulled his face back. I knew he hated it when I talked about bodily functions. He somehow had it in his head that there were only two things that ever came out of a woman’s body: babies and pee.
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      We took a two-block walk to the Coney Island restaurant where Wilkinson had been buying the chili dogs. Turns out they sold salads, too. Wish I knew. There were a couple of open booths, so we parked our butts in one.

      “What are you thinking so far?” Wilkinson asked.

      I scrunched my lips together before answering. “It’s like they took whatever they had and stitched the case closed.”

      “You saying the stitching’s crooked?”

      “That’s what I’m saying.”

      “He did confess. Whether it was coerced, who knows? Does it matter if corners were cut on his case?”

      “Good question,” I said with a head tilt. “The case against Garrison may not have been airtight, but everyone around here bought into it. He’s in jail.”

      Wilkinson nodded at me. Just then, the waitress arrived and took our order. I waited until she was out of earshot before speaking again. “Let’s come at this a different way. All of the previous victims died from excessive bleeding, but not all were cut the same way. Some only had incisions to the carotid artery while others included the femoral artery as well.”

      “You thinking there’s a reason for that?”

      “Well, they bleed faster.” I sat back in the booth and flipped through a couple of case files I had brought along. “Hmm, just as I had suspected.”

      “What?”

      “Based on the sampling I have here, the victims that sustained three cuts were found in secluded areas, like a house or an alley. The victims that were found in public spaces had fewer cuts.”

      “So Garrison didn’t always have time.”

      “The more public the venue, the faster he had to be.”

      “One cut, two cuts at the most.”

      I nodded as I took a sip of my iced tea. “He needed to know exactly where to hit them. An incision elsewhere wouldn’t kill the person. Might even end up being a superficial wound.”

      “And that’s where the medical training comes into play.”

      “Exactly. Garrison had to be skilled. Which means our copycat is as well. Either that or he’s just some lucky nut slicing people up.” 

      Wilkinson looked at his notes. “Well, every one of our post-bank victims had three cuts. The house and alley are secluded. They found the fisherman’s body on the shore of Lake St. Clair. It might have been a secluded area. But where does this theory lead us? This guy is a bit more selective?” 

      I shrugged, not sure if that angle took us anywhere either. “One thing is true; whether it’s one cut or two or three, he still has to know what he’s doing because the incisions are so precise.”

      The waitress placed a plate with two chili dogs and fries in front of Wilkinson and a fried chicken salad in front of me. His plate had more chili than bun and dog, like a big pile of slop. I watched him pick up the bun, and the chili poured off of it in glops. Yellow cheesy strands kept the chili in the plate connected to the chili on his hot dog. He opened wide, but still, the thickness of that cylindrical meal was wider than his mouth and left a ring of chili around his lips. If he wasn’t so damn good looking…

      I dug into my salad. As I chewed, another thought replayed itself in my head. I tapped my fork at the edge of my bowl. “You know what keeps striking me as a motive for Garrison?”

      Wilkinson eyed me as he shoved the remaining half of his chili dog into his mouth.

      “He had to enjoy watching people bleed to death. There wasn’t any connection between his victims except how he killed them. He had to be getting off on the blood.”

      “Makes sense,” Wilkinson managed as he finished swallowing. “So, what does that mean?” Wilkinson asked. “That our current killer also likes the blood version of Old Faithful? Also, why are we spending so much time figuring out a case that’s been put to bed?”

      “Trust me on this one. The more we understand Garrison, the more we’ll understand our copycat.”

      Wilkinson inhaled the last of his second chili dog and chewed. I poured more ranch dressing on my salad and mixed it in. I could sense Wilkinson wasn’t buying everything I said, but he was willing to go along for the ride. I appreciated his trust. 

      “The current killer could have been studying the original murders. According to the newspaper articles, some case details that should have remained off-limits were released. It was completely possible for someone to pick up where Garrison left off.”

      Wilkinson swallowed the last of his fries and brushed his hands off. “Why go through the trouble of making the kills so exact? Most copycats are sloppy about it. This person is dead on.”

      “Maybe he wants people to think the killer was never caught in the first place.”

      We pondered our conversation while I finished off my salad. 

      Wilkinson broke the silence. “Where does it all go—the food?”

      I shrugged, knowing he meant that as a compliment. My body was more athletic than curvaceous. Though, what I wouldn’t do to have more booty. Just for once, I’d love to wiggle it, just a little bit.

      “You know, Garrison is being held in a prison not too far from us,” Wilkinson said.

      “I guess it’s time for our first field trip.”
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      Grosse Pointe was an enclave for wealthy Detroit. A lot of old money resided in the neighborhood, but the nouveau riche had started to take over. Either way, Preston Carter’s SUV, a Mercedes, allowed him to blend perfectly. 

      He parked his vehicle near the corner of East Jefferson Avenue and St. Clair Street. He sat comfortably inside, hidden from the pummeling sun, thanks to a large oak tree. Etta James crooned softly from the sound system as Preston hummed along. His windows were down, allowing the lazy breeze from the lake to carry its scent by him. He had been waiting for close to an hour with an eye on Strafford Lane, across the street. It led to a quiet cul-de-sac near the lake’s edge. 

      Almost time for another lesson, Preston chuckled. He was excited about the work he did. He felt people had to learn that there were consequences for their actions—that they had to be kept in check, made aware of such things. It’s my job to teach them.

      Ten minutes later, an old pickup truck with lawn equipment in the back squealed to a stop at the corner of E. Jefferson and Strafford. The gardener was done for the day. Preston knew he had two hours before the man of the house would return from work. He started his engine and drove to the two-story brick house with white trim at the end of Strafford. Tall hedges surrounded the property to keep the neighbors at bay, except for the house's side that faced the lake.

      Preston pulled his SUV into the driveway; the gate was on the fritz and, therefore, wide open. Of course, he had known that. A few seconds later, he rang the doorbell and waited.

      The door creaked open, enough for a woman in her early fifties to peek out. She didn’t seem worried that a stranger had entered the property and stood outside her door. Preston was a good-looking man with a full head of hair. He stood six feet with proportionate weight. His attire was conservatively wealthy, and most importantly, he had a charming smile.

      “May I help you?” the woman said.

      “Sorry to bother you, Mrs. Walters… it is Mrs. Walters, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s right. Do I know you?”

      Preston let out a friendly chuckle and teetered back on his heels. “No, unfortunately, we haven’t met. I know your husband, Dennis.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m Preston Carter. Pleased to meet you.”

      Mrs. Walters smiled, her guard completely down, as she opened the door all the way. Preston breathed in deeply. Lilac. How refreshing. 

      She wore a knee-length cream linen dress, and a single strand of pearls draped her thin neck. Her blonde locks were pulled back neatly into a bun and held in place by a jeweled pin.

      “Well, I’m pleased to meet you, too, Preston. Call me Irene,” she said as she extended her hand. A few seconds later, she wished she hadn’t.
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      The Macomb Correctional Facility was a thirty-minute drive northeast of Detroit. We didn’t bother to check in with Lieutenant White, preferring to take our own chances with visitation. Just as I thought, a flash of our badges got us an appointment to see Michael Garrison. It’s good to be FBI. 

      After we checked our sidearms in with the officer behind the counter, we were told to have a seat. Ten minutes of kicking at the floor and reading Time magazines passed before a pudgy guy in a uniform approached us.

      “I’m Gary Walczak, the senior corrections officer on duty. I understand you two want to see inmate #04291144, Michael Garrison.”

      “That’s correct,” I said. “Will that be a problem?”

      “Nah, but I need to inform you that, because of the nature of his crimes, he’s kept separate from general pop. Too many guys want a crack at him for what he did. He’s not even allowed in the visitor’s room. We have a place where you can meet with him privately.”

      “That’ll be fine,” I said.

      “Just a warning, if you hadn’t already been told, he’s got a quick mouth. He likes to instigate and get under your skin. It’s all a game with him.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      A few minutes later, we were led into a twelve-by-ten room containing a metal table and two stools, all bolted to the floor. Before we could settle in, Michael Garrison shuffled into the room, handcuffed and chained at the ankles.

      To be honest, he wasn’t what I expected. For one, I thought he would be taller and not so skinny-jean thin. His hair was a greasy mess, and he had a spotty beard. The officer sat him down and chained his handcuffs to the table.

      “You guys, okay?” Walczak asked.

      We both nodded and then waited until the door clanked shut before addressing Garrison—only he opened his mouth first.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Agent Abby Kane, and this is my partner Agent Trey Wilkinson. We’re with the FBI. We’d like to ask you a few questions, Michael.”

      “Call me Blade,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “All right, Blade. I want⁠—”

      “You guys screwing each other?”

      The officer wasn’t kidding. I took a moment to figure out a plan for that jack-hole. I knew his type—met plenty over the years. Fighting them never works. I straightened up. “Would you answer my questions if I said we were?”

      “Maybe.”

      A smirk developed on his face. Still, his eyes never wavered. Give and take, Abby. I leaned forward a bit. “We’re friend’s with benefits. Now tell me, Blade⁠—”

      “How often?” He shot back as his eyes focused on my breasts.

      “At the bank, why did you kill all those people?”

      Garrison looked me in the eyes once again. “I didn’t kill all those people. I know everyone thinks I did, but I only killed some of them.”

      “Fourteen people were found either shot or cut.”

      “Right. I shot people with a gun. I didn’t cut anyone. Someone else did that shit.” Garrison rubbed his runny nose and then sniffed.

      “What about the other victims around town? The ones killed by The Doctor?”

      His smile widened. I should have known an answer to my question wasn’t coming next. “I hear Asians don’t shave down below. You got a bush?”

      “I do. Now, why did you move away from cutting your victims to shooting them?”

      “I told you already. Fuck! I didn’t cut anyone at the bank, and I didn’t cut those other people before that either.” Garrison relaxed his posture a bit before asking, “Is it big?”

      “Is what big?”

      “Your bush,” he said like an embarrassed teen.

      “It’s bushy. Do you like that?”

      He nodded.

      “Keep talking Blade; I might keep answering.”

      Garrison closed his eyes as he smacked his lips. He appeared to have gone off into fantasyland. I wanted to slap that stupid grin off his face and then shove it down his throat. I mouthed over to Wilkinson, “He’s thinking of you.”

      From that point on, Garrison walked me through what happened that day at the bank without any interruptions. He and his girl had plans to rob the place, but it went wrong. He admitted to shooting some of the hostages, but someone else in the building sliced the others. He couldn’t figure out who did it. Eventually, that person killed his girl. That’s when he lost it and started shooting all the hostages as payback, thinking if he killed them all, he would get his revenge. 

      At first, I thought Garrison was lying, but I believed what he said about his girlfriend. I didn’t think he killed her. Maybe there was someone else. Perhaps our copycat?

      “So you have no idea who else was killing the hostages?”

      “I narrowed it down to this one business dude.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Will you let me eat you out if I tell you?”

      My partner couldn’t take Garrison’s off-the-cuff comments any longer. “Watch it, asshole.”

      Garrison turned to him. “What? You think you’re the only one who likes Chinese?”

      Wilkinson shot from his seat and grabbed Garrison, slamming his head down onto the table. “This is your last warning.”

      I quickly pulled Wilkinson off. Garrison’s remarks were uncalled for, but nothing I couldn’t ignore. I did appreciate Wilkinson’s concern, though.

      “What the fuck, dick?” Garrison shouted. “Remember, you guys wanted to talk to me.”

      I struck the table with my palm a few times. “Blade, focus! I’m asking the questions. What happened to the businessman?”

      Garrison slowly turned his head to me, his eyes the last to follow. “I fucking shot him. He was the last one I took out before I was taken down.”

      “What about the two hostages that survived? Why not suspect them?”

      “I don’t know. Didn’t seem the type. The business guy was cocky. But if I had the time, I would have shot those last two as well. My girlfriend was dead, and everyone else needed to pay.”

      The metal door creaked and caught our attention. It swung open, and the same corrections officer appeared, signaling the end to our time. Garrison started with a barrage of sexual questions, hoping I would indulge him and provide more fodder for his playtime than I already regrettably had.

      “Come on. Show it to me. Really quick.”

      The corrections officer piped up. “Shut up, Garrison, or else I’m throwing you in the hole.”

      Right before they exited, Garrison opened his mouth once more. I honestly don’t know what he said. All I know is I heard the “C” word, and it set me off. I exploded across the room and pinned him up against the wall. I stood on my toes to get closer to his ear and whispered. “You know, if you had said please instead of calling me that name, I would have gladly shown it to you.”

      The look on Garrison’s face was priceless. I could hear him yelling, “Please!” over and over as he was led away.
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      Dennis Walters had developed a routine that he rarely deviated from. Every day he left his office at 5:00 p.m. His administrative assistant had learned not to schedule anything that would keep him later. As a young executive, he had worked tirelessly, but he was nearing retirement and didn’t feel like he needed to be the first one in and the last one out. He had paid his dues.

      Dennis had been a car guy his entire life. Since the age of twenty-two, he had worked his way up the ranks at GM until he was the CFO. Not bad for a farm kid from Kentucky. 

      He thought he had the best job because he actually loved cars. He already knew he would spend his retirement rebuilding the classics. Fixing up a red 1960 Chevy Impala hooked him a few years back. He cherished that car and reserved it for Sunday drives with the wife.

      As Dennis Walters neared his driveway, he saw that the gate was open. Remember to call the maintenance guy. He parked behind a silver SUV and thought Irene must have company, most likely one of the ladies from the Junior League. She had gotten involved with them ten years ago and had loved helping out ever since.

      He heard music playing the moment he walked through the front door. It sounded familiar, but he couldn’t recall the name of the singer. Nonetheless, it put him in an extra happy mood. He headed to where they kept the stereo system. “Irene, I’m home.” But the sitting room was empty. Dennis tilted his head as he gave the room a once over. Weird. It was unlike his wife to leave music playing.

      “Irene?” He tried once more—still no answer. He put his briefcase down near an end table, where he noticed a CD cover—Etta James. That’s the one. He listened for a bit longer. He tapped a foot and let his head bob a bit before heading towards the kitchen. That’s where he bumped into Preston Carter, pouring himself a glass of orange juice.

      “Oh, hello. I didn’t think anyone was in here,” Dennis said. He was a bit taken aback. His jaw hung half-open as he looked around. “Are you a friend of Irene’s?”

      “I am. You must be Dennis,” Preston said as he extended his hand across the granite-topped island between them. “I’m Preston Carter.”

      Dennis’ face relaxed a bit as he took a few steps forward and shook the smiling stranger’s hand. “Any idea where my wife might be?”

      “She stepped out to the garage for a second,” Preston said pleasantly. He chuckled. “It must look strange coming home to find someone you don’t know helping himself to your orange juice.”

      Dennis clasped his hands together and flashed a smile. “Can’t say that I’ve had this experience before. Are you with the Junior League?”

      “I’ve heard a lot about them,” Preston said as he reached up to the copper pot rack above them and removed a large cast-iron skillet. “But no, I’m not with them. I’m with another organization that your wife enjoyed getting involved with not too long ago. It’s called the I’m-Here-to-Fucking-Kill-You League.”
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      When Preston arrived home later that evening, his ears sensed something was amiss. It was quiet. A house with two young boys is never quiet. 

      He entered by the door in the garage that led him through the laundry room. He stopped just before entering the hallway and listened. He didn’t hear a gunfight between the Cowboys and the Indians or Harry Potter whizzing around on a broom. In fact, there was not a single sound that suggested the kids were home. Strange. He removed his shoes and moved silently through the carpeted hallway. 

      Preston peeked into the kitchen and saw his wife unloading the dishwasher. He walked on his tippy toes, careful not to give away his presence until he stood right behind her. He reached around her waist with both arms and pulled her against him, planting playful kisses along her neck.

      Katherine squealed in delight as she fought to escape his grasp while his thumbs continued tickling both sides of her rib cage. She eventually turned herself around.

      “Preston, stop. I can’t take it!” she shouted, almost out of breath.

      He let up and pulled her in for a long kiss before looking at his wife’s eyes and quickly ribbing her once more. It took Katherine a few breaths to calm down.

      “Where are the boys?” he asked.

      “The Pipers’. Marcus invited them to a sleepover.”

      Preston raised an eyebrow and cocked his head slightly. “That means we have the house to ourselves tonight.”

      Katherine giggled more. “Yes. Did you have something in mind?”

      Preston lifted his wife up by her behind as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She could already feel him growing. He turned around and walked out of the kitchen. One by one, he climbed the stairs while he tongued her neck.

      “Mmm, don’t stop.” Katherine enjoyed his tenderness for a bit more before asking how it went.

      “You naughty girl, you. Want to know what Daddy did, do you?” 

      Preston kicked the master bedroom door open and laid his wife down on the bed. In between kisses, he told her all about Irene and how nice she was until she realized how nice he wasn’t. “You should’ve seen the fear in her eyes,” Preston whispered devilishly into his wife’s ear.

      “Don’t stop,” she said.

      Preston undid his belt buckle and unzipped his pants as Katherine reached inside and grabbed him. “You’re so thick.”

      He pushed her dress up over her hips, and his fingers found their wet mark. “You’re so inviting. I don’t know who likes this kinky talk more.”

      “What else?” she asked, taking a deep breath as he entered her.

      “I hit her once, knocking her to the ground. Blood ran from her nose. Then I picked her up and hit her over and over,” he said, accenting his words with his thrusts.

      “She’s a tough one,” Katherine managed between breaths.

      “Not really. I knocked her out after the second punch. I just enjoyed hitting her.”

      “You devil. How about going faster?”

      He was happy to oblige. “You’ll love what I did next. I took her into the garage and sat her in this beautifully-restored, American, classic car. Buckled her in the front seat as if she were waiting for a driver.”

      “Oh, God, don’t stop,” Katherine moaned.

      Preston increased his speed. “And then I cut her. You like that?”

      “Yes!”

      He grabbed Katherine’s hair and pulled. “Take it. Take it all.”

      “Yes, I love it. Don’t stop.”

      “When Dennis got home, I was in the kitchen, pouring myself a cup of orange juice. Imagine that.”

      “Was he surprised to see you?”

      “A little until I introduced myself.”

      “Oh, yes. I want it from behind,” she ordered.

      Preston stopped and flipped his wife over onto her stomach, and entered her again.

      “Yes! Finish me off,” she cried.

      Preston picked up the pace again. “We made small talk. I told him Irene, and I were friends. ‘The Junior League,’ the dumb mule suggested. He found me so charming. I reached for a skillet that hung from the rack above us, a shiny one that was hardly used. That stupid bastard didn’t suspect a thing.”

      “My God… you’re going to make me...”

      Preston grabbed his wife's thick mane and pulled it tightly. She was close. So was he. He kept up the pace, pushing her toward the edge. Just as she reached her point of no return, he whispered in her ear.

      “You could hear his face crack when the skillet hit him.”
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      Early the next morning, Wilkinson and I headed over to the bureau’s field office on Michigan Avenue. We were eager to talk to the agents who worked the Garrison case and get their take on it. I was in a good mood and looking forward to mixing it up with other agents outside of my own office—some quality G-man bonding. Every now and then, I kind of wished I had a penis.

      When we got there, my happy outlook changed. A stern-looking man greeted us in reception. He had parted his hair on the side and coated it with some sort of slick product. I couldn’t stop staring. Hair helmet.

      “I’m Special Agent Tully,” he said as he shook both our hands.

      “I’m Agent Abby Kane, and this is Agent…”

      Tully spun around on his heels before I finished. “Walk with me,” he ordered.

      I looked at Wilkinson with my lips pursed and eyes wide open. He gave me half a shrug. We dragged our feet, purposely.

      “You guys are about a month late. Agent Max and Agent Ton got relocated. One is in San Diego and the other, Atlanta. Off the top of my head, I can’t remember who went where.”

      “You got a number or an address for them?” I asked.

      “No.”

      No pause, no sorry—just a quick no. Where’s the charm? “What can you tell us about them?”

      “Good guys. Quiet. Worked hard. It shocked me when I heard they wanted to leave. I thought they were happy here.”

      He led us to a Dutch door with a built-in counter. The plastic sign hanging above the opening of the door read, Records Division. “I figured you guys would want to pore through their files on the case.”

      “Thanks. We appreciate it,” Wilkinson said.

      Agent Tully hit the little bell on the door counter a couple of times. “Hey, Joey Records.”

      An elderly black man appeared in the window a few seconds later. He had a big white mustache covering both lips, and his cheeks bulged like a chipmunk’s when he smiled.

      “I need you to pull all of the Garrison case files.”

      The old man responded with a raspy, “Sure will,” before shuffling away.

      “Any idea why they were transferred?”

      “Change of pace. At least that’s the story they both gave. They put in for the transfer. Now, if you can handle yourselves from here, I have a meeting.” Tully did an about-face without waiting for an answer and disappeared around the corner.

      I let out a breath. “We always get the nice ones.”

      Ten minutes later, Joey Records returned with four boxes on a cart. That’s it? How in-depth was their investigation?

      “Here you go,” he said with a smile and a twinkle in his eye. “Just put everything back in the box and return it to me when you’re finished.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      We secured an empty office around the corner and closed the door behind us. Our initial assessment was that everything seemed to agree with what we had covered back at Central—except it was the CliffsNotes version. Nothing looked out of place, but it literally looked as though the agents stopped working the case the minute they found out Garrison was caught.

      “So our guys helped out until Garrison was caught and then called it quits?”

      Wilkinson glanced up from a file. “Looks that way.” He must have noticed the confusion on my face. “What?”

      I tucked my chin in. “Sounds a little suspect, don’t you think? Why not see it through? It’s not like they were taking a test, and someone said, ‘Pencils down. Turn in your report.’” I leaned back in my chair, willing to let the situation stew.

      Wilkinson rubbed his hands together. “Dunno. Maybe it wasn’t their decision.”

      I popped up out of my chair. “I’ll be right back.” 

      I exited the office and walked back to Records. “Hey, Joey Records.”

      “Yes, ma’am?” Joey lowered a newspaper enough for his eyes to peek above.

      “Are you sure those are all the files?”

      “I am.”

      “Anybody else request these files?”

      He frowned a bit as he slowly shook his head. “No, you two are the first since I cataloged them. Why?” he asked, folding his paper and putting it down.

      “They feel a bit light. Plus, none of the cases are closed. It’s like the agents stopped working on everything at once and packed it in.”

      Joey Records shrugged. “Sorry, sweetie. It’s all I got.”

      He reminded me of a co-worker back in Hong Kong, Shen Wo. He was the oldest inspector on the force, always on the verge of retiring—just happy to be around. He often treated me as his granddaughter—a sweet old man.

      I returned the files when we were done, and then we set off looking for Tully. We found him a few minutes later in the cafeteria, spending time with a coffee and a Danish. Was this the meeting you mentioned earlier?

      “Agents. Finding everything you need?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. How familiar are you with the Garrison case?”

      “About as familiar as I need to be. Why?” He put down the last bite of his Danish and brushed the crumbs from his fingers.

      “Well, it looks as if your agents stopped working the case a day after Detroit Metro Police arrested Garrison. No follow-ups. No nothing. It’s like they set the files aside and never gave it another thought.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. If I recall correctly, we were short staffed around that time. Any resources we could pull away from Detroit Metro Police would have helped. They had their guy.”

      “Is that normal procedure around here?”

      “Look, Agent,” he said, standing up, “I know you’re this ex-hotshot detective, but this isn’t Hong Kong.”

      “Exactly. So why are you bringing it up?” What’s wrong with these people? Aren’t we all on the same team? I didn’t know what I’d said to merit that attitude, but Helmet Head was getting on my nerves.

      “With all due respect, Special Agent Tully, we were asked to help with this case. We are not volunteers. Let’s get that straight. Secondly⁠—”

      “Agent,” Tully raised his voice, “I outrank you. Get that straight. You were given the information needed. Now, go solve the case. Good day.”

      Tully stood up and walked away, leaving me speechless. I could feel every eye in the room glaring. All I could do was look down. Finally, I turned to my partner. “Tell me I wasn’t out of line.”

      Wilkinson gave me a pat on the back. “You weren’t. Don’t sweat it.” He stood and made eye contact with everyone. A beat later, the audience went back to their business as if nothing had happened.

      On our way out of the building, my cell rang. It was White. Two more bodies had popped up.
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      Detroit was exactly like one would imagine it: deserted.

      On our drive to the crime scene, we passed a slew of empty apartment buildings and abandoned storefronts; some of the buildings I saw were burnt out. Others were partially demolished. City porn for photographers, I thought. Only when it’s framed and in black and white do we finally see beauty and history in these once magnificent buildings. So sad.

      I continued to daydream out my window as we sped past the urban blight until I experienced a sudden scene change. My view went from liquor stores to mansions in the blink of an eye. “Wait, what just happened?” I asked, turning to Wilkinson.

      “Grosse Pointe is what just happened,” Wilkinson said. “The divide between the poor and the rich is that welcome sign back there.”

      I couldn’t believe it. One minute I’m staring at someone pushing a shopping cart down the street, and next, I’m looking at immaculate lawns with the help riding a lawnmower. 

      “Manicured to perfection,” Wilkinson motioned with his finger.

      The address we had took us to Strafford Lane, which dead-ended at Lake St. Clair. Packed into the tiny cul-de-sac were a slew of cruisers and a CSI lab vehicle. We arrived right behind the Wayne County Medical Examiner, which was a sign the bodies hadn’t been moved yet. Wilkinson parked behind the examiner’s van, and I watched a portly white guy with a mustache exit the vehicle. 

      The area around the house had already been cordoned off. A couple of uniforms worked the perimeter to keep the nosy neighbors at bay. I bet every single one of them called their home security service for extra drive-bys.

      I flashed my badge at the nearest uniform. 

      “Are the detectives inside the house?”

      He shook his head. “The bodies aren’t in the house; they’re in the garage. It’s a big mess in there. Blood everywhere. Might want to hike your pants up.”

      I thanked him for the heads-up. What are we in for this time? We passed a couple of uniforms on the way. One looked green in the face. Was it that bad?

      Large fluorescent lighting brought the three-car garage to life. A group of men were huddled near an old red car, talking amongst themselves. They pivoted when they heard my heels on the driveway. Two of them I recognized right away from the Marian Ward case. Great, Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum. I leaned over to Wilkinson. “I could have sworn those two were Birmingham police.” 

      “It gets more interesting,” he said.

      The one with the mustache, not the one who tried to pet me, spoke first. “Agent Kane, Agent Wilkinson, right?”

      “That’s correct. Detectives Solis and Madero, right?”

      “You got it.”

      “I thought you guys were Birmingham police,” I said.

      “We are, but the higher-ups ordered us to work any case associated with this killer.”

      “Lucky you,” I said.

      Solis shrugged. “I heard you two had the same luck as well.”

      “It appears that way.” I wasn’t sure if this was good or bad. On the one hand, it kept the number of cooks in the kitchen to a handful, but on the other hand, these two didn’t seem to be all that bright.

      I turned my attention to the red car with chrome trimmings. It was a convertible, the top was down, so everyone had a clear view of the vehicle's inside. A man in his fifties sat behind the wheel. A woman occupied the passenger seat who, I guessed, was around the same age. They were posed. He had his hands around the wheel. She was leaning in toward him. They were on a Sunday drive to nowhere. Their mouths were the eerie part; they both hung open. If you took away the blood that ran down their necks, it could pass for an exhibit at an automobile museum.

      Before I could take a step forward, Wilkinson stopped me. “Blood,” he said, pointing to the floor. A large dark pool of it spread out from underneath the car. I walked over to Solis. “What do you know so far?”

      “Dennis and Irene Walters are the unlucky couple. He’s a bigwig at General Motors, CFO. The wife is one of those volunteer types.”

      “GM? Marian Ward worked for Chrysler. I wonder if they knew each other.”

      “Probably. It’s a small town.”

      “Could our guy be targeting auto executives?” I asked. “You know, the whole disgruntled factory worker angle.”

      “Could be a grievance with the unions, or maybe these executives did something unpopular in the industry. Lots of possibilities,” Wilkinson added. 

      I looked back at Solis. “See what you guys can dig up on these two.” 

      “Will do,” he said while walking away.

      “Solis,” I called out as I pointed at the two bodies, “let’s finish here first.” 

      “Right. Uh, well, both victims took trauma to the head, probably how the killer knocked them out long enough to strap them into the seats⁠—”

      “Strap?”

      “Oh yeah. Come around this way.” Solis motioned with his pen. “They’re wearing their seat belts.”

      A couple of doormats had been laid across the floor to reach the vehicle. I walked over and peered inside the car. “Same incisions?”

      “On the neck at least. Can’t tell if they have them on the legs. We didn’t want to disturb the scene before forensics arrived.”

      I motioned to the floor of the garage with my head. “How did so much blood end up underneath the car?”

      “My guess is he cut them before placing them in the car.”

      “And those footprints?”

      “Gardener. He found them this morning. He said when he left yesterday afternoon, the wife was still alive, and the husband hadn’t returned home from work yet.”

      I bent down and examined the blood spill closer. The edges had dried, but the center still had some liquidity to it. “Timing feels about right. I’m guessing they were both killed shortly after the husband got home.” I looked back up at Solis. “Anybody talk to the neighbors yet?”

      “Not yet. We’ll get some uniforms⁠—”

      “No uniforms. I want you and Madero talking to them. Find out what the neighbors know about these two. What time does he come home from work? Do they entertain a lot or keep to themselves? Were they liked or hated in the neighborhood? Find out if there’s any gossip these people are willing to give up.”

      Solis nodded and walked back over to Madero. Wilkinson moved up, took his place alongside me, and peered inside the vehicle. “Garrison didn’t do this. Stage people. Why would our copycat do this?”

      “He could be bored,” I suggested. “Serial killers kill a certain way because it feeds a need. It brings them satisfaction.”

      “And copycats aren’t like that?”

      “Not from what I’ve seen.”

      Wilkinson swallowed.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m right there with you. There’s something different about this one.”
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      We didn’t bother hanging around the crime scene any longer than needed. I had seen enough to know I had more questions than answers. Not a great way to solve a case. While copycats don’t typically evolve, I worried our guy had. We now had five bodies and no solid leads. If our copycat really was another genius sicko, it didn’t look good for the city.

      Walking back to our car, I noticed the lookie loos were still standing in their driveways, whispering back and forth. Their hushed concerns said it all, though. They were terrified. They weren’t used to having a homicide pop up in their backyard. Detroit had wormed its way into their safe little part of the world. 

      The press had also shown up. A swarm of reporters circled Wilkinson and me.

      “Detective, what happened here? We heard there’s been a double murder.”

      How do they get their information so damn fast? 

      “No comment,” Wilkinson said flatly. 

      The same woman persisted. “Come on, detectives, tell us something.”

      I flashed a smile at the crowd before correcting the person that spoke. “It’s agent, not detective.”

      “Agent? Why is the FBI involved? Are there any connections between what’s happened here and the murder of Marian Ward?”

      The questions came one after another. I stopped and turned to the female reporter. “We are helping the Grosse Pointe Police with the investigation. As of now, there is no evidence to support a connection to the death of Mrs. Ward. That’s all we have to say. Thank you.”

      Wilkinson leaned down toward me as we walked away. “You know we’re not supposed to comment to the media.”

      “It’s a bad habit I have,” I said as I looked at him and waited for an answer.

      He said nothing, just stared straight ahead and swatted at a fly.

      The car chirped, and my door unlocked. We had come to nickname our rental the Yellow Jacket. I had laughed when I first saw the yellow MINI Cooper. Now I thought we looked cool in it.

      After a few moments of silence, Wilkinson spoke. “The auto industry tie-in is our first real clue,” he said. 

      “It’s something to bite into.”

      “You think it matters that the victims work at different companies?”

      “Nah. I’m assuming car execs in this town move around a lot.”

      “A few years ago, I saw a documentary about the city of Flint.”

      “Oh?” I asked just as I had a yawn attack. “Sorry. So this documentary…?”

      Wilkinson gave me a quick look before he started. “Well, it was the late seventies. Everyone in Flint worked at the plants or made a living off the workers who worked there. Then GM started closing plants. The effect was disastrous. The entire town practically shut down. Everyone was suddenly out of a job. According to the film, the city never recovered.” 

      An entire town? Someone living through that could develop a deep hatred for GM, maybe even all three of the biggies. I could see our guy being an ex-employee. I couldn’t entirely accept how a factory worker develops the chops to drain a body in seconds. Was he a hunter? I racked my brains, trying to figure out if there were other angles. At the moment, the disgruntled worker seemed to be a good angle.

      Wilkinson tapped the steering wheel. “What are you thinking?”

      “I think we need to have a come to Jesus with the lieutenant about what the hell is going on here. Also, I think it’ll be good to talk to the press.”

      “You just did.”

      “That’s not the press I had in mind.”

      Wilkinson pulled into a park near the lake.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I thought we would swing by the area where the dead fisherman was found. This is Pier Park.”

      We turned into the parking lot. Half of the land jutting out from the shore was reserved for slips. The other half was a small park.

      “Looks dead during the week,” I said.

      “Over there,” Wilkinson pointed. “Near the far corner. They found the body inside that gazebo.”

      “From the looks of this place, I’d say our killer had plenty of time to cut his victim three times.”
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      By the time we parked in the lot next to the precinct, the heat index had hit ninety-six degrees. The humidity didn’t help either. It felt like I stepped out of an air-conditioned car and straight into a sauna. I fussed with my hair for a bit before noticing a newsstand on the corner. “I’m going to grab a newspaper.”

      “A little light reading?” Wilkinson asked when I returned.

      “You could say that.” I flipped through the Detroit Free Press until I found the auto section. “This is who we need to talk to.”

      Wilkinson looked where I was pointing. “An auto industry columnist?”

      “Who else would know everything there is to know about the auto industry? He might be able to help us narrow the field on our guy or point to an event worth investigating.”

      The second we opened the doors to the precinct, a whoosh of arctic wind swirled around us. It felt refreshing, but I slung my jacket back on. We were heading for the lieutenant’s office, and he was the last person I wanted ogling my chest. Yes, I’m one of those women. If the wind blows, I become a pointer. It has its pros and cons.

      Wilkinson stopped outside our office. “Tell you what; I’ll get a head start on tracking this guy down. I’ll rendezvous with you later.”

      “Okay. See you in a bit,” I said and continued on.

      I gave White’s door a couple of knuckle raps.

      “Agent Kane. Come inside.” He motioned for me to sit. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’ve got questions. I hope you have answers.”

      “Shoot away,” he said as he leaned back in his chair.

      “I had a conversation this morning with Michael Garrison⁠—”

      “I heard.”

      “Word travels fast around here.” 

      White just looked at me blankly. I hoped his job wasn’t to humor me. “He denies killing anybody except for a handful of hostages in the bank.”

      “Don’t all inmates deny the charges against them?”

      “Some of the hostages that day were shot. The rest were cut and bled to death. In my experience, serial killers don’t change their M.O. on a whim. Perhaps over time, for some reason bearing significance.”

      “The two surviving victims said they saw Garrison shoot those people.”

      “Lieutenant White, I’m not arguing that. I believe Garrison shot a handful of hostages that day. It’s the others I question. He has no medical knowledge or knowhow that I’m aware of. Those incisions had to be precise and were done quickly.”

      “Agent Kane, everyone here appreciates your expertise with serial killers. You’ve got a record most in law enforcement would kill to have. But I have no idea why you’re wasting time on a case that has already been put to bed.”

      I started to get irritated. White seemed like a nice guy and was probably toeing the line. Loyal cops do that; they get on board and roll with it. They don’t question.

      “Lieutenant, I also learned that the FBI agents that worked the Garrison case stopped the minute Detroit PD had him under arrest. Special Agent Tully said he received word from your department that the case was under control and their help was no longer needed.”

      “We had a handle on it. We were thankful for their help. What more is there to know? If they didn’t close their cases properly, that’s their problem, and you should look to them for an answer.”

      “It just doesn’t add up—Garrison going through the trouble of killing the hostages two different ways and confessing to all of the previous murders. There’s no evidence that I have seen so far that puts him at any of those crime scenes.”

      The lieutenant shifted in his seat. “Agent Kane, what is it you want from me?” he asked. His head had tilted down to one side. The crinkles in his forehead deepened. “What are you asking me?”

      “I’m asking for the truth here.”

      “Truth?” His voice was noticeably lower. “Isn’t that what we all want?” He clucked his tongue a bit. “The truth is what we believe. Do you believe the problems you have with the Garrison case will prevent you from catching the killer?”

      “No.”

      White reached across the desk and took one of my hands, holding it gently between both of his. “If you catch the killer, Agent Kane, everything will work itself out.”

      Before he could let go of my hand, I grabbed his. “Wait. What do you mean by that?”

      White’s eyes were glassy and tired. If something was going on here, a cover-up, White probably knew about it. After looking me directly for a few seconds, he seemed to relinquish the wall he had erected. 

      “I’ve worked for the Metro Detroit Police my entire life. I love this job. I believe we make a difference in this city. I’m a year away from retiring and collecting my pension. I’ve got a daughter who’s getting married next spring and a wedding I need to pay for. I’m helping my son and his wife purchase their first home. I might not like what’s going on here any more than you do, but I still need my job.”

      White leaned back in his chair and let out a heavy sigh. He was a defeated old man trying to make it to retirement.

      “Can you—wait, strike that. Will you help me?” I asked, my voice low.

      “I can’t answer all your questions, but I’ll try to help you as much as I can. You have got to understand the situation I am in, though.”

      I nodded. Hopefully, he understood the situation I was in.
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      “I was born to do this.” That’s what Chief Reginald Reed told others. He loved everything about law enforcement—everything except the visits.

      They took place on the first Friday of every month at 9:00 a.m. sharp. For eight long years, he had kept his displeasure about those trips to himself. He never spoke a word about his feelings to anybody, not even his wife. It was his little secret.

      About quarter to nine in the morning, Reed would leave his office at Central and stroll over to the Coleman A. Young Municipal Center, formerly known as the City-County Building. Reed still called it that, and so did everyone else in Detroit that was his age. By 10:00 a.m., he would be done and could forget about it for four more weeks. That changed recently. He was now being summoned, at whim.

      He received the call a little after eight that morning and was told to come over “A.S.A.P.” no later than 9:30 a.m. Reed groaned a little. He hadn’t even had his first cup of coffee, and he had already put up with some EMB—Early-Morning Bullshit.

      Reed grabbed a cup of wake-up on the way out of the office, keen on downing it as quickly as possible. He liked being awake and having his senses on point for those meetings. It was important to know the difference between what was discussed and what was actually said. 

      Ten minutes later, Reed stood outside a drab building, a gray wall with windows, really. Functionality at its finest. He drained the last of his coffee and tossed the cup into a trash bin. Walking toward the glass door, he used it as a mirror to look himself over and straighten his jacket.

      As always, Steven Roscoe met Reed in the lobby. He had on his usual attire: a suit more aligned with a nightclub than the public sector. He extended his hand. “Good to see you, Chief. You keeping Detroit safe?”

      Same damn greeting every time. It had been that way from the very first visit. Reed never understood why he had to be escorted up to the office. It was ridiculous. Reed took the man’s hand and shook it. “You still walking, ain’t you?” It was his standard answer. 

      Steven Roscoe told everyone he met to call him “Stevie.” Thought it was catchier than Steven. Reed preferred to call him Weasel on account of how he looked, the way he acted, and the man he worked for. Either way, Stevie was slime poured into a suit. He walked with a swagger that left the taste of foulness in your mouth, and he always flashed that silly smile. You’d think he was running for office 24/7, the way he held himself up.

      The ride up to the eleventh floor was quiet. The cordiality between the two never went further than the greeting downstairs. Stevie always led the way down the hall to the double wooden doors. He opened them and allowed Reed to enter before following and pulling them shut.

      Sitting at a desk was the long-time administrative assistant to Stevie’s boss, Louisa Sweeney. She looked up over her glasses. The wrinkle at the top of her nose disappeared when she recognized the man standing in front of her. “Reginald, how are you today?” She was the only person, besides his mother, who called him Reginald; most people called him Chief or “Yes, sir.”

      Reed smiled back and gave her a friendly squeeze to her arm. “I’m doing okay, Louisa. Thank you for asking.”

      “Is he ready to see us?” a voice piped up.

      Louisa looked around Reed and saw Stevie behind him. Her smile disappeared. The crinkle on her nose resurfaced, and it was business as usual. “Go on inside. He’s waiting.”
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      A well-dressed man sat behind an enormous mahogany desk with intricate carvings. He was puffing away on a cigar when Reed and Stevie entered the large office.

      “You know it’s against the law to smoke in this building,” Reed said as he took a seat in front of the desk.

      “I know that. I helped pass the law,” the man said with a grin. A touch of gray detailed the sides of his slicked-back hair. Reed watched him pick up a crystal glass by the rim and dangle it. “Something to drink, a kick start for the day?” the man asked.

      “I’m fine, thank you. How can I help you?”

      “Why is Agent Kane investigating the old case and not the new one?”

      “Your information is wrong. She’s working the new case.”

      “That’s not what I hear.” The man took a sip from the glass he held and pursed his lips before swallowing the liquor. “I was informed she visited the jailhouse and spoke with Michael Garrison. After that, she spent time at the FBI field office looking at their case files.”

      “So she’s getting up to date.”

      “Don’t play me. It doesn’t look like she’s investigating the new murders.”

      “She’s one of the best. I have complete confidence in her ability to apprehend our killer.”

      “Is that so?” The man stood up and walked over to a large window with sweeping views of the Detroit River. “Two more bodies showed up this morning. The press will be all over it.”

      “She’s the best option we have right now. She’ll catch him. You have my word.”

      The man turned around and brought a hand up to his chin, feigning deep thought. He looked Reed in the eyes. “Your word? Anything else you care to wager? Your career? Your life?”
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      Wilkinson and I returned to our hotel at ten that night. He pointed to the lounge. “You interested in a drink before heading up?”

      That sounded great, but at the moment, I wanted nothing more than to change out of my grimy clothing and have a bath. Plus, Ryan and Lucy would be in bed soon. “I’m sorry.” I pointed to my watch. “I want to catch the kids before bedtime.”

      Wilkinson flashed his dimpled smile. “I understand.”

      He had asked the same question every night since we had arrived in Detroit, and I had entertained it only once. I’d had fun. He told me all about his hippie parents and his Berkeley upbringing. He even mentioned his quick stint as a fitness model. I’ve yet to see Wilkinson with his shirt off, but his arms and shoulders did an excellent job of backing up his claim. We were both buzzed when we finally headed upstairs that one night. He kept sneaking peeks at me as we rode the elevator. I was glad he didn’t make a move. I would have been too weak to resist, and he would have woken up in my bed the next morning.

      I didn’t doubt that we would have had fun, but we would be playing in a dangerous area. The truth was, we’d still have to work together. I wasn’t quite ready to screw up our professional relationship should the morning after turn awkward. I admit I liked the attention. What woman wouldn’t? Wilkinson was smart, funny at times, and dangerously good looking.

      I returned his smile. “Tomorrow night, I promise.”

      “Goodnight, Abby.”

      He was also the only agent who called me Abby. I didn’t mind that either.

      When I got to my hotel room, I stripped off my holster, pants, and then my bra, leaving my blouse on. It was one of those days where the underwire killed. God, it felt good to let them breathe.

      I made a beeline to the mini-bar and grabbed the bottle of Jameson. It wasn’t the usual stock, so I had a bottle brought up the night I checked in. I poured a glass, neat, and sat on the bed with my back against the headboard. I let the first sip sit in my mouth for a second or two before swallowing. A few moments later, I felt the golden liquor working its way through my body. Calm had come to me. I took another sip, a larger one, so I could savor that sweet taste. I started to think about the case but quickly banished it from my mind. I needed to relax. I had taken myself off duty.

      A few sips later, I got off the bed and walked over to the window. The city was beautiful at night. The buildings reminded me of Hong Kong. Here I was, back in the thick of it, investigating a serial killer. And I was away from home. Even with me on East Coast time, I called the kids every night except for the few times Wilkinson and I worked past their bedtimes. I picked up my cell and dialed. I was looking to make good on my promise of being a mother to them.
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        * * *

      

      Across the street from the hotel was an old office building. Most of the floors were vacant and dark. A person would have a clear view into Agent Kane’s room from the fourteenth floor if they wanted. And that’s exactly what the stranger with the binoculars had hoped for. He had waited all evening for her return, and she did not disappoint. There she stood, wearing nothing but black panties and an unbuttoned blouse, unaware of her audience of one.
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      The next morning we took a drive out to Rochester Hills. Wilkinson had secured a half hour with Elliot Hardin, the auto columnist for the Detroit Free Press. We parked the Yellow Jacket in front of a two-story brick house.

      “Looks like the reporting business pays well,” I said, giving the neighborhood a once-over.

      I rang the doorbell, which signaled the other doorbell. High-pitched yapping could be heard inside the house. I imagined the source to be small, brown, and ugly. A few seconds later, a tall, lanky fellow in a gray cardigan sweater answered the door. The tiny yapper stood between his legs, snarling. You nailed it, Abby.

      “Mr. Hardin. I’m Agent Abby Kane, and this is Agent Trey Wilkinson. We’re with the FBI. My partner spoke to you earlier about answering a few questions.”

      The man seemed flustered, and his clothes were a bit disheveled. What is it about writers that make them so messy?

      “Now I’ve got to tell you; I can only spare thirty minutes,” he said.

      “Mind if we come inside?”

      “No, no, of course not.” He held the door open and used his right leg to pin the dog against the wall behind him. “Be nice, Bella.”

      I slipped past the growling mutt and into the living room where Hardin motioned for us to sit. “Make yourselves comfortable. I’m going to put Bella out back.” 

      From the looks of the décor, I was now assured he made more than a modest living. But that’s not what was interesting about his place. Hardin’s living room did double duty as a magnificent library. Hardcover, softcover, and leather-bound editions lined shelves on every wall. A built-in hutch appeared to display his most prized novels. I recognized one of the books, Hemingway’s The Old Man and The Sea. 

      “That’s a first edition, first printing signed by the author himself,” Hardin said as he returned to the room.

      “So you’re a book collector,” I commented.

      “Yes,” he said as he looked around at the books and then back at me. “Have been my entire life.” He took a seat opposite us. “Now, how can I help you two?”

      “We’re investigating the murders of Marian Ward and Dennis and Irene Walters.”

      “Yes, of course. Terrible thing to have happen to them. Any luck in catching the person responsible?”

      “Well, that’s why we’ve come to talk to you.”

      “Me?” Hardin straightened up in his chair and fiddled with his glasses. Surely you don’t think I had anything to do with these murders.”

      “Quite the opposite, Mr.—”

      Hardin waved his hand at me. “Please, call me Elliot.”

      “All right, Elliot. With your vast knowledge of the car industry, is there anything that comes to mind that could tie these two together, something that could have caused public outrage or angered workers or miffed the competition?” 

      “You think the killer is after the auto industry?”

      “We think there’s a possibility he might be targeting auto executives.”

      Hardin leaned back in his chair and folded his hands on his lap. “What’s in it for me?”

      I looked at Wilkinson. He seemed just as confused. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

      Hardin leaned forward and pushed his glasses back up his nose. “I’ll come right out with it. I want the exclusive.”

      “Exclusive?” I didn’t expect to hear that. Hardin wasn’t that type of reporter. He maintained a column about the ins and outs of the big three automakers. He must have sensed our befuddlement.

      “Let me explain,” he said with a shake of his hand. “I’ve always wanted the big scoop, the front-page knockout. That doesn’t happen too often in my area of focus, but a serial killer⁠—”

      “We didn’t say there was a serial killer.”

      “Okay, a killer taking out auto execs one by one. Now that’s front-page news.”

      “Tell you what; you don’t print or mention anything until we catch our guy, and we’ll give you the scoop… provided the information you give us helps us solve the case.” I stuck my hand out. “Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      Hardin went on to tell us how the GM plant shutdowns affected Flint. I had already heard the same story from Wilkinson. I hoped Hardin had more. “What does that have to do with our victims?”

      “They both worked at GM at the time.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. “Are you telling us they were responsible for the plants shutting down?”

      “Possibly…”

      For a reporter, Hardin was light on his facts. “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “I need to dig around before I can expand on that.”

      “Okay. Anything else you can tell us?”

      Hardin leaned back and fiddled with his chin until he popped forward, clapping his hands together. “The local newspaper did a story on a man named Eddie Bass. Before the hard times hit, he championed GM, almost like their de facto mascot. He was known around town as The Motor. All he ever talked about was working at the factory until he lost his job.” 

      “I’m sure a lot of people had a beef with the company. Was there something special about him, besides being a cheerleader?”

      “Well, I imagine he was shocked when they let him go. Probably found it difficult to deal with,” Hardin said. “Granted, he wasn’t the only casualty, but a lot of people thought he would be safe, being who he was.”

      “Their number one fan,” Wilkinson added.

      Hardin nodded. “He didn’t take it well. The story goes that he took to drinking and eventually drank himself to death. Left behind a little girl. His wife had died a few years after she was born. Cancer, I think.”

      “Where’s the daughter now?”

      “Before Eddie died, he and his daughter moved to Ohio to live with his sister. I’m guessing the sister ended up raising the kid after his death. You’ll have to talk to her for more information.”

      We thanked Hardin, but I wasn’t so sure we were any further along on the case.
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      That same morning, Katherine Carter drove her two boys to St. Mary’s Grade School at the corner of Woodward and 12 Mile. Eight year-old Lorenzo was starting third grade. He was a pro at school and excited to be back. However, Jackson was starting kindergarten, and at age four, he had not grasped the concept of leaving his mom.

      As soon as Katherine parked the white Land Rover in the school parking lot, Lorenzo got excited. “Mommy, Mommy, look. There’s Marcus and Toby.”

      “Are you happy to see your friends again?”

      “Yes! Yes!” Lorenzo had already unbuckled himself and gathered his things.

      Katherine turned to Jackson. “What about you, Mr. Big Boy? See how excited your brother is? It’ll be fun.”

      Jackson sat in the back seat, pouting and wiping his eyes. “I don’t wanna go.”

      “Come on, Jackson,” his brother said. “You’re going to love it.”

      Lorenzo ran ahead to meet his friends while Katherine carried Jackson to the drop-off point. She knelt down and faced Jackson toward her. She fixed his collar and straightened his Mickey Mouse backpack. “I know you’re scared, but you’re going to have a lot of fun, and your brother is here, too. Soon you’ll have plenty of friends.”

      Katherine wiped away the tears that ran down Jackson’s cheeks. It took everything she had not to cry herself as she struggled to maintain a smile. She wanted to hug him and take him home.

      “He’s going to be just fine, Mrs. Carter. We’ll take good care of Jackson,” one of the teachers said as she led Jackson away. He kept looking back with his puffy cheeks and big eyes. Katherine turned away just in time to avoid crying in front of him. A quick wipe before turning back to wave goodbye.

      She hurried back to the SUV, her heels clicking noisily against the asphalt. Safely out of view, she let it out of her system. A few moments later, she composed herself and fixed her makeup. 

      A twenty-five minute drive on Woodward Avenue had put Katherine just north of downtown Birmingham—Yuppieville. She turned off the main drag, down one of the tree-lined roads, until she found Hazelwood Street. Katherine parked two houses down from 813 Hazelwood, where a white Victorian home with yellow trim sat. It stood out from the other homes with their muted colors. 

      Katherine grabbed a handful of business cards from the glove box and slipped them into her purse. She followed the cement path that cut through the lush front lawn and walked up the wooden steps. Just as she was about to knock, the door suddenly opened. 

      “Oh, excuse me,” Katherine blurted, taking a step back.

      The woman who opened the door jumped back as well. “Sheesh, you scared the heck out of me.”

      Katherine smiled at the woman. “I am so sorry. I was just about to knock. My name is Cheryl Newton. I’m a Realtor,” she said, extending her hand.

      The woman shook Katherine’s hand. “Hi, I’m Rebecca Tanner. I’m sorry, but I’m on my way out.”

      Katherine looked behind the woman and saw two large suitcases. “I guess you’re heading out of town?”

      “My sister just had a baby, so I’m going to help out for a few weeks.”

      “Well, now, that sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “I can’t wait. It’s her first. Mine are all grown, and in college, so I’m the experienced one.”

      “Is your husband joining you?”

      “No, he’s busy with work right now.”

      Katherine dug into her purse and handed over her business card. “Well, I stopped by to see if you and your husband were having any thoughts on a lifestyle change.”

      “It’s funny that you ask because we were thinking of two things: either renovating or moving. We haven’t decided yet.”

      “Well, when you’re back in town, we can arrange a time to meet, and I can answer questions the two of you may have about selling and buying in this market. It might make that decision easier,” Katherine said with a warm smile.

      “That’ll be nice.”

      “Oh, how silly of me.” Katherine grabbed the door. “Let me hold this for you so you can get out.”

      Rebecca wheeled both suitcases out onto the porch.

      “Give me one,” Katherine motioned for Rebecca to hand her a suitcase. “I’ll help you get this to your car.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that.”

      “No, no, I insist.” It’s the least I can do.
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      Wilkinson and I buried ourselves back in the case files and worked to make sense of everything. It felt like we were walking in circles, just gathering bits of information that led nowhere. I knew deep inside; it all meant something; I just didn’t know what. It was frustrating, to say the least.

      “Did those agents get back to you?” I asked.

      “Not yet. I left messages, though. I got a guy trying to track down a personal cell number. Might be able to get a hold of them that way,” Wilkinson said.

      It seemed odd that we were having a difficult time locating fellow agents. Were they avoiding us? If so, why? I shook my head at the thought and picked up a file on another hostage from the Comerica heist. Just as I scanned the notes inside, it dawned on me; maybe we should follow up on the two survivors. I didn’t recall coming across case files for them. “You find any files on the two surviving hostages?”

      “Why?” Wilkinson asked. “You think they might know something about our current killer?”

      “I’m curious to know if they’ll corroborate Garrison’s story.”

      “Why are you so bent on digging up the old case? There may be holes, but we’re not here to find out why. We’re here to catch the guy out there killing people.”

      I stood up and paced the room. “I know it doesn’t make any sense, but my gut is telling me the two cases are connected. If Garrison is telling the truth, that he only shot people that day, then someone else in that bank cut those other people.”

      “And if Garrison is lying? We waste time and get nowhere.”

      I continued to dig around for those files but came up empty. Another misplaced file? I persuaded Wilkinson to help, but the more we dug, the more it became apparent that what we were looking for didn’t exist. I threw my arms up. “Nothing adds up. Files are missing. Cases aren’t closed properly. This whole thing stinks of a cover-up.” I tapped the desk. “Hey, assume Garrison is telling the truth, that he didn’t kill everyone in the bank…”

      Wilkinson sighed. “Then your theory of another killer would be correct.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Maybe it was his girlfriend. Maybe she was slicing people up,” he said, making a slashing motion with his hand.

      I shook my head. “Someone slit her neck. Why would Garrison kill his own girlfriend? Second, why use a knife and not the gun? Why kill people in two different ways?”

      “Because he’s a pyscho.”

      “Normally, I would agree with you, but if my theory is right…”

      Wilkinson paused for a moment, realizing his answer. “The original killer is still out there.”

      “And he could be killing again. This might not be a copycat. It might be the same guy.”
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      “That’s crazy,” Wilkinson said. “What about the surgical blade they found with Garrison’s prints on it?”

      “Planted.”

      “And the confession?”

      “Coerced,” I said. “It makes complete sense if you throw out any rational thinking.”

      “Why the cover-up then?”

      “The citizens were scared, and the city felt pressured to capture this guy. So they latched onto Garrison and patched up the holes as best they could.”

      “Yeah, but wouldn’t the real killer just keep on killing, proving they had the wrong guy?”

      I leaned forward in my chair. “Not if, for some reason, luck played a role. Killer decides to stop for whatever reason at the same time. It totally works in favor of the city. Everything is good for seven years, and then there’s a murder with the same M.O.”

      Wilkinson turned his palms up in front of him. “You know this sounds completely improbable.”

      “I know. That’s why we had a roomful of scared police chiefs,” I said, pointing in the direction of the conference room. “They were stupid enough to go along with this idiotic plan. They can’t come clean now. It would be political suicide.”

      Wilkinson rubbed his face and exhaled heavily. “The amount of people needed to make this cover-up work is huge. I’m not buying it.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you buy it. The people of Detroit bought it a long time ago. Don’t you see? We weren’t brought here to catch a copycat. We were brought here to catch the original guy.”
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      It all made complete sense to me, even if Wilkinson thought it was crazy. Sloppy casework, Garrison pleading innocence, White not wanting to talk—the real killer was never caught. It was all a farce. The people of Detroit were led to believe they were safe but, instead, were sold a security blanket littered with holes. It was only a matter of time before it fell apart. 

      Wrapping my head around the case made it ache. How many individuals were involved? How high up did it go? The chief of police? The mayor of Detroit? The governor of Michigan? The fallout would be devastating for many political careers. Was their failure to catch a killer over a five-year period so bad they had to orchestrate a cover-up of that proportion? 

      I didn’t want to believe it, but it was a way to connect the dots. I prayed I was wrong because I believed in the good of law enforcement. I prayed I was right because that nut job needed to be put down.

      My endorphins had kicked in. I practically kicked our office door down as I marched over to White’s office. I stopped at his doorway with my sleeves rolled up, and my hands planted firmly on my hips. 

      White looked at me for a moment before motioning for me to close his office door. He put aside his paperwork and watched me take a seat. I did my best to keep a level and professional tone. “Lieutenant White, I have one question for you, and I want an honest answer.”

      He nodded.

      “Did the city of Detroit wrongly accuse and imprison Michael Garrison for the serial killings that took place before the Comerica robbery?”

      White didn’t move. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t look up to the left. He didn’t roll his eyes. He didn’t breathe in or out heavily. He did nothing but look me straight in my eyes. “Agent Kane, are you sure you want to travel down this dark road?”

      I couldn’t believe that man had answered my question with a question. “That’s not an answer,” I said.

      “Agent Kane, I’m going to try to say this as clearly as I can. This thing, it’s bigger than both you and I, and it doesn’t have anything to do with the guy out there killing folks.”

      The truth of the matter was the lieutenant was right. I could prove Garrison was innocent and the real killer was never caught, that it was a cover-up. And none of it would solve the current problem; someone was still killing innocent people.

      “Lieutenant, if the person out there is the original killer, there’s a good chance it could be one of the two hostages that survived.”

      “That’s what we thought. We questioned the hell out of them. Nothing. We even watched them 24 hours a day, seven days a week, for six long months. We knew where they were at all times, what they were doing, who they spoke to, who their friends were. We even knew how many times they flushed their own toilet in a day. Neither one of them appeared to be the killer. Plus, the killings had stopped.”

      “What happened next?”

      “The surveillance cost the city a fortune. We shut it down.”

      “With the current murders having the same M.O., didn’t you guys think to check them out again?”

      “It’s not them, Agent. Trust me on this one.”

      My head ached more. If the killer wasn’t one of the two hostages, Garrison got lucky and shot the killer during his rampage. The current killer really was a copycat.

      “Agent Kane, we’ve already gone down this route. Forget about Garrison and the previous murders. Concentrate on the new ones and get this guy.”

      “Can I at least get the names of the surviving hostages?”

      “I would say yes, but even I don’t know who they are.” White paused for a moment and rubbed his hand down his face, grabbing hold of his chin. “They were known around here as John and Jane Doe. It was that way from the very start. And if you’re going to ask about the original surveillance team, there were three of them. Two were killed in the line of duty, and the other died of a heart attack.”

      “How convenient.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” he responded flatly. The lieutenant leaned back in his chair. His eyelids looked heavy and tired. “Like I said, Agent, this is bigger than you and me both. Catch the killer, and everything will be fine.”
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      Wilkinson had just hung up his phone when I returned to our office. “Guess who I just spoke to?”

      “Someone who can help us,” I said, sitting against the desk.

      “Michael Ton, the agent transferred to San Diego.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Turns out he and the other agent were told by their superiors to cease all work on the case. Effective immediately, the FBI was no longer involved. They boxed it all up and filed it away.”

      “Anything else?”

      Wilkinson looked down at his notes. “He said they thought it was strange that Garrison had confessed to all the murders. They personally found it hard to believe he was the guy. When they brought their concerns to their supervisor, Tully, they were quickly silenced. Soon after, they were transferred. And not by choice, either.” 

      “That sucks. At least our fellow agents had the same thoughts as us about Garrison.”

      Wilkinson leaned back in his chair. “He sounded scared, Abby. He didn’t want anyone to know we had spoken. He mentioned they might still be watching him.”

      “Who’s they? The Bureau?”

      “No, the City of Detroit.”

      White wasn’t kidding. This was turning out to be huge. “Did he elaborate on that?”

      “I prodded him but got nothing. He mentioned he still had a few friends in town, and he might be able to get names on those two surviving hostages.”

      I looked down at my watch. It was nearing 1:00 p.m. “Let’s see if we can have another conversation with Garrison. He might be the only one who can identify those hostages.”

      As we drove over to the prison, I filled Wilkinson in on my conversation with the lieutenant.

      “Bigger than both of us, John and Jane Doe… He said that?”

      I nodded. “He’s right.”

      “You agree with him?”

      “Solve the case, and everything will be okay. He’s right about that.”

      “Meaning if we catch our current killer, the cover-up won’t matter. It’ll be as if it never happened.” Wilkinson shook his head. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.” 

      Solve the case and go home, or stick our noses where they don’t belong and end up like Agent Ton. Those seemed to be our options.

      When we reached the prison a half hour later, the guard on duty told us we couldn’t see Garrison. Didn’t matter that we were FBI, or that he was part of an investigation, or that we had just interviewed him not long ago. We must have made enough of a commotion because Gary Walczak showed up.

      “Agent Kane, Agent Wilkinson. Good to see you two again.”

      I shook his hand and returned the smile. “Why can’t we see Michael Garrison?”

      Walczak reached around and huddled us in. “Look, guys, I’m sorry to break the news to you, but inmate #04291144 is deceased.”

      Did I hear him right? Deceased? “Wait. You’re telling us, Michael Garrison, the guy we just questioned a week and a half ago, is dead?”

      Walczak lifted his shoulders up and squinted. “I’m afraid so, guys.”

      Wilkinson had the same dumbfounded look on his face that I probably had on mine. Nothing could have prepared us for that.

      “When? How?” Wilkinson asked.

      “Just yesterday. He hung himself with his sheets.”

      I wonder how much help he had.
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      I won’t lie and say that wasn’t a blow to our investigation, but now wasn’t the time to get hung up on Garrison’s untimely death. As a concession, I asked Walczak if we could take a look around Garrison’s cell. I hoped to find something that might help us.

      “Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem,” he said, “but it’s already been cleaned out, and his personal belongings have been boxed.” 

      I flashed another smile at Walczak and grazed his arm with my fingertips. “Any chance we can take a look at the belongings in that box?”

      Walczak caved instantly and tripped over himself as he went to get the box.

      “They teach you that move at the Academy?” Wilkinson asked as he mimicked my arm touch.

      “You’re so funny when you get jealous.”

      Wilkinson stuttered. “I—I’m not jealous. What makes you say that? Huh?”

      I didn’t respond, just continued looking straight ahead. Fifteen minutes later, we found ourselves in a tiny office with Walczak placing a box on a table.

      “You got twenty minutes,” he said before exiting.

      Wilkinson grabbed the box and unloaded all of the contents onto a desk. “Looks like there’s a bunch of writing, some drawings, a bible, a heavily used Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition⁠—”

      “Ewww,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m not touching that either. Everything else appears to be junk.” Wilkinson removed the writings and drawings and gave me half the pile. As I picked through my stack with the help of a pen, I realized most of Garrison’s writing was incomprehensible—really a bunch of babble scribbled down. No glorious mantra or letter to an important someone, just a lot of repetitive writing of a couple of words.

      “These drawings appear to be snapshots of what happened in the bank that day,” Wilkinson said. “Look, these are bodies, and that’s a gun. This one has a knife. It’s mostly the same visual drawn over and over.”

      I took a closer look. “Wait a minute.” I grabbed the drawings from his hands and started to lay them out on the table. “They’re numbered in the corner. Maybe these are drawn in the order the hostages were killed.”

      Wilkinson grabbed a pile and helped me organize the papers.

      “So if my hunch is right, it looks like two women were the first to go,” I said. “The word ‘bank’ is written next to them.”

      “Hold on; let me grab my notes.” Wilkinson dug in a shoulder bag. “Okay, there were three bank tellers, and they were all women.”

      “Okay, so the first to go were two of the tellers. This next drawing is of a dead guy with the word ‘pizza’ next to him.”

      “Okay, yes, one of the hostages was a teenager who delivered pizza.”

      Garrison had labeled each person based on what they did or what career they were dressed like. We already knew how they were killed, but now Garrison had provided us with an order.

      “So, let’s run through this again.” Wilkinson counted off with his fingers. “First to go were the two bank tellers, followed by the pizza delivery kid and the librarian. Looks like the security guard was next, then the old lady and two of the businessmen. This is his girlfriend, that's the trainer and the construction guy. The last to go were the teller, the bank manager, and the third businessman,” Wilkinson added the order in which they were killed to his notes. “His girlfriend was the last person to die by a knife. Every person after that was shot.”

      I shifted my weight. “Okay, so the killer finally gets the girlfriend. That sets Garrison off, and he proceeds to kill everyone, hoping he kills the one who did it. So we know all the people killed before his girlfriend couldn’t be the killer. It has to be one of the last seven hostages.” He told us the truth. “We should be short two bodies since there were two survivors.” I counted the bodies in the drawings. “Yep, we’re short two.”

      “And of course, there are no case files on our John and Jane Doe,” Wilkinson added. 

      “If what Lieutenant White said was true, with the surveillance coming up empty, Garrison most likely shot the real killer,” I said.

      “It seems that way.”

      “Wait a minute.” I flipped through Garrison’s writings until I came to a page with the same thing written over and over. “I think we have another clue.” I showed it to Wilkinson.

      “The Professor and The Student,” he said.

      “Garrison seemed obsessed with these two.”

      Wilkinson ran his index finger back and forth across his chin. “So the surviving hostages were a professor and a student.”

      “Maybe. He seemed obsessed with the two labels.”

      “And you said Lieutenant White had surveillance on both parties, and nothing came out of it.”

      “He did say that, but there’s no evidence of that being true either because there are no files on it.”

      My partner shook his head and threw his head back. “So our killer could be a professor or a student, male or female, or Garrison could really have shot the killer.” Wilkinson threw his hands up into the air. “Well, that’s considerable progress made.”

      I didn’t blame Wilkinson for being frustrated. It seemed as though every step forward we took, we got knocked back a mile. But for some reason, I still believed Garrison. Over time, I think he had started to doubt the killer was the businessman and suspected it could have been one of the two surviving hostages. He could only have been sure if he killed everyone. Thinking about this day and night must have driven him crazy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Everybody knew Stevie Roscoe. Born and raised in Detroit, he grew up in the same Brush Park project housing as Diana Ross and Smokey Robinson. He may not have been blessed with a golden voice, but Stevie had something just as moving, the gift of gab. He could talk anybody, even a person he had only met, into doing something for him. The story on Stevie was that he could talk the archbishop of Detroit into skimming donations and handing it over to him if he wanted. He did.

      He was charming. That was his talent—the ability to make people around him carry out his will, none of it good. Morally corrupt doesn’t even start to shed light on how blackened his soul was.

      Stevie walked into the City-County Building lobby a little before eight every morning and smiled at every person he passed. He would always follow that up with a, “How you doin’?” or a, “Lookin’ good.” He didn’t care much about their response.

      He would then enter the elevator and ride it up to the eleventh floor alone—the way he preferred it. A finger point with a smile was how he always addressed the administrative assistant, Louisa Sweeney. She never paid him any attention—the only one to ever get away with it.

      Closing the door behind him, Stevie would then take a seat in the same chair he had sat in for the last twelve years and wait patiently. That day, his mind drifted, and Stevie was lost in dreamland when a booming voice yanked him back to reality.

      “Stevie!” The gentleman behind the desk called out. He was off the phone and looking straight at him. “What’s this fucking bullshit I hear about that agent trying to talk to Garrison again?”

      “It’s been dealt with.”

      “What the fuck do you mean by ‘dealt with’? Don’t give me some bullshit story now.” The man followed with a finger point and a raised eyebrow.

      Stevie smiled. “I ain’t never let you down, and I ain’t about to. Garrison won’t be a problem, and that’s all you need to know.”

      “I keep hearing whisperings in my ear that she’s investigating the old case.”

      “That I won’t lie about. She’s a tenacious little bitch.” Stevie stood up and walked over to the wet bar. “Scotch?” His boss nodded, and Stevie poured two glasses.

      “How close is she to catching the copycat?”

      “From what I hear, she’s making progress. The problem is, she’s also making progress on the old case.”

      “What about the other agent?”

      “He ain’t no worry. That girl’s the brain of the bunch. We misunderstood her diligence and stubbornness. I’m making a few changes.” Stevie handed a glass to his boss.

      “Who’s watching her?”

      “I am now. Have been for a while.”

      “Good. I know I don’t have to tell you how important it is that nothing gets out. I want you to get rid of everything having to do with the old case. Should have done it years ago.”

      “I’ll personally take care of it.” Stevie grinned and took a sip of his drink.

      The man sitting on the other side of the desk put his glass down and leaned forward. His eyes narrowed. “Don’t fuck this up, Stevie. You’ve got to contain this bullshit because if it gets out and comes back to me, I’mma take every muthafucker involved down with me. You got that?”

      Stevie nodded and wiped his palms on his pants. Time to tighten the screws. A lot of people didn’t like Stevie; some even feared him, and rightfully so. As chief of staff, he had a lot of power. But even Stevie feared someone—that was Leon Briggs, mayor of Detroit.
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      The tiny bar located at the back of the strip mall was near closing when the front door flew open and out walked a boisterous Rick Tanner. GM’s chief engineer loved one thing more than cars, and that was women. With his wife out of town visiting her sister and her newborn, Rick indulged. 

      Hanging on his arm was a giggling brunette, dressed in a short black dress with heels to match. She cooed over him as he openly pawed at her. When the cat’s away, the mice will play, he thought. 

      Rochester Hills was two towns over from Birmingham, far from his neighborhood. It made it easier to drag a bar babe home without having to worry about whether anyone was watching him. 

      Tonight someone was watching.

      Preston Carter observed the couple from his vehicle. Their playful grabbing, the light kissing… His wife was doing an excellent job with Rick the Prick. Preston couldn’t help but give him a nickname; the man was, after all, groping his wife. 

      The two made their way across the parking lot, got inside a black Cadillac Escalade, and drove off. Preston started his engine and followed the SUV. He wasn’t in any hurry and didn’t bother to keep up. He knew exactly where they were heading. By the time he parked outside Rick's home, the two had already exited the Escalade and headed inside.

      Preston sat unnoticed in the vehicle parked under a large maple tree, patiently tapping his fingers against the leather steering wheel while he hummed. He kept checking his cell phone like a teenage girl. Close to an hour had passed before his phone finally beeped.

      “I’m ready for you,” the text message read.

      Preston exited his vehicle and quickly moved across the street. A tingling sensation prickled his skin as he neared the house. Within seconds he stood on the porch. He quietly let himself in, gently closing the door behind him. He could hear moaning—a man’s voice—coming from upstairs. His footsteps were muffled as he made his way up the carpeted stairs. With each step his chest tightened, amplifying the beating of his heart. He loved the lead-up; it was almost as exciting as the act itself.

      Down the dark hallway, he moved toward the master bedroom. The door was slightly cracked, and a sliver of light shined out. He pushed the door open; standing near the foot of the bed was his beautiful wife, naked except for her heels and latex gloves. She reached for her dress on the floor.

      “Don’t,” Preston said. “Stay the way you are. I love it.”

      Katherine returned a devilish smile to her husband while waving her finger at him. Preston kissed his wife while he reached around to her behind, gripped a cheek in each hand, and squeezed. “I want you,” he whispered.

      “You can have me when we’re done here,” she answered. 

      Preston kissed his wife once more before looking over to the bed, where an unconscious Ricky Pricky lay naked and tied up. “He doesn’t appear to be excited.”

      Katherine looked at Rick’s genitals. “Hmm, he showed signs earlier. I guess the scalping turned him off.” She laughed. 

      The top of Rick’s head was a bald, bloody mess. It wasn’t enough to kill him, but it appeared to be awfully painful. Preston reached inside of his jacket and removed his own set of latex gloves and a fresh scalpel. He snapped them on and removed the safety cap from the tiny but deadly blade.

      Earlier, Rick Tanner had no clue how grim his situation had become when he brought home the woman from the bar. Even when he let her strip him down and tie him up, he was having a jolly time. She had squatted over his face and teased him, staying just out of reach of his lickity-licks. He had been so enamored by the view, he hadn’t noticed her smile had disappeared. He only whined and begged her to return when she left her perch. 

      She’d removed a pair of beige latex gloves from her purse and then a ball gag that she had slipped over his head, gently. At the same time, she gripped his erection lightly. He wasn’t thrilled about the gag, but how could he resist? She had his cock in her hand. He played along—nothing to worry about. Harmless fun. Why it wasn’t long ago that he had the best view in the house. What threat could the woman pose? They were playing a game, right?

      Nothing could have prepared him for what happened next. She raised her hand and revealed a small surgical blade. Rick’s eyes widened; so did Katherine’s smile. She quickly jumped up onto the bed and plopped herself down on his chest, forcing the air from his lungs. Even though he struggled to catch his breath, he never lost sight of the threat in her hand. She slid up and down his chest and moaned. 

      What the hell is going on? he thought. Before he knew it, she had placed the blade against the side of his head. 

      Katherine looked down at Rick and realized she didn’t really need the gag. Rick Tanner appeared to be a crier, not a screamer. She then proceeded to cut into the flesh. It wasn’t long before she held his scalp in front of him for his viewing pleasure. He screamed, and she giggled. She whispered into his ear. “Do I still turn you on?”

      “Wake up!” Preston called out, slapping the unconscious man in the face.

      Rick opened his eyes and repeatedly blinked until he could focus on the man sitting on the edge of mattress. To see another blade set loose the tears, accompanied by muffled moaning. The more he cried, the more he bled. Boohoo. 

      Preston scooted toward the foot of the bed. He grabbed hold of Rick’s inner thigh and nicked the femoral artery. The instant eruption of thick red left a spattering of tiny dots on Preston’s face. He continued with the other leg. Rick screamed uncontrollably when he saw the mini geyser of life spurting from both legs.

      Preston grabbed Rick by the face, forcing the man to look him straight in the eyes. He leaned in close, his stare never wavering. He brought the scalpel up and held it off to the side. Rick’s eyes darted to the blade, but Preston yanked on his head to get his focus back. He wanted to see the terror in Rick’s eyes when he opened up the prick’s neck.
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      The early morning rain had brought some temporary relief to the punishing heat; finally, a day where I wasn’t perspiring like a man. Unfortunately, it didn’t bring any relief to our jobs. We were back in the town of Birmingham for the same reason we were first brought here.

      A young uniform from Birmingham Police escorted Wilkinson and me inside the residence. We were told Detectives Solis and Madero were already upstairs in the master bedroom, looking over the body. We maneuvered around a crime scene investigator on the steps, dusting for prints, and headed on up.

      Right off the bat, I noticed similarities with Marian Ward’s crime scene. This victim was also tied to the bed and gagged. The sheets under him were blood-soaked.

      “Let me guess—three incisions?”

      Detective Solis spun around, followed by Detective Madero.

      “Very observant, Agent,” Madero snickered.

      I completely ignored him. Sometimes I meet people I just don’t get along with and never will. Madero was proving to be one of them. I’m sure the feeling was mutual.

      “He’s also missing a scalp,” Solis added.

      I walked over to the bed. It looked like someone had placed a rice bowl on his head for a guide. Did scalping the victim mean anything? Was our killer trying to communicate with us? None of the other auto executives had that done to them.

      Wilkinson joined me near the bed. “Cause of death appears to be the same except for the scalping.”

      “Wait a minute. Wasn’t one of the hostages at the Comerica robbery scalped?”

      “You’re right. I remember coming across that information.”

      I looked back at Solis. “Does he work for one of the big three?”

      “Yeah,” Solis said. “His name is Rick Tanner. He was a top engineer at GM. Our killer is definitely targeting car guys.” Solis flipped through his notepad. “He’s married. We’re still trying to track down the wife, but I doubt she did this.”

      “Probably not,” I said as I moved in for a closer look at the victim’s head.

      “I wonder if our guy is progressing, switching it up,” Wilkinson said.

      “Could be,” Solis said. “Maybe we’re closer to him than we think, and he’s trying to throw us off track.”

      I motioned to the various techs. “Could everyone in the room clear out for a few minutes except for Detective Solis and Detective Madero? Thank you.”

      I waited until the last person had exited the room before closing the door. I then brought the two detectives up to date on our theory that the original killer was never caught and was the one killing again. I had to take a chance that they were not involved in the cover-up. I needed people on our side we could trust.

      From the dumbfounded looks on their faces, it appeared my gamble had paid off.

      “Are you sure? A cover-up, dirty cops?” Solis shook his head.

      Madero stared at the carpet. “That means we’re ruling out the wife?”

      I acknowledged Madero with a nod. “I would still follow up, though. Also, one of the victims from the Comerica robbery was scalped. I don’t believe that information was public.”

      Madero started to mutter. Solis couldn’t stop tugging at his collar. I hoped I wasn’t losing them.

      “It’s crazy. I know that. But it’s not implausible. The information connects the dots. Nothing else we’ve explored has led anywhere.”

      Solis placed his hands on his hips. “Okay, say this is all true. What do we do?”

      “First off, we keep this to ourselves. We continue to work the case like it’s a copycat, knowing we’re after the original killer. The two of you need to familiarize yourselves with the old cases. These new kills are just a continuation of the past. Talk to the neighbors. Someone had to have seen something. And check out the local sex shops. See if we can get the names of everyone who’s recently bought an orange ball gag.”
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      The first recognizable sign was an overbearing, metallic smell. The second sign was unavoidable. The crimson substance was everywhere: pooled on the patio tiles, dripping from the tables and chairs, soaked into the lawn, and smeared inside the bounce house. In some of the areas where multiple bodies congregated, the puddles were still splash-worthy.

      Preston sat quietly on the patio chair, admiring his handiwork. A total of twenty-two bodies lay strewn about the backyard. Blood dotted Preston’s face and clothing. The grin on his face still stretched from one side to the other.

      He had finished them all off, starting with the parents. From there, he moved on to the fourteen children. They were easy—surprisingly, even his own. The last to go was his wife. He still held onto the scalpel he used. In his other hand, he gripped his wife’s hair, holding her head up as she lay on the ground next to him. Her neck had been opened from one end, clear across to the other side.

      A scream woke Preston up from his dreamy haze. 

      “Help!” a little girl shouted. She was in the grasps of the Tickle Lady who tickled her victims until they screamed mercy. It was Lorenzo’s birthday, and the Carters were celebrating. Everybody was still very much alive.

      Fourteen boys and girls high on sweet stuff were running, screaming, laughing, shouting, and crying. Fueling that revelry was a clown making larger-than-life balloon animals. There was also a face painter hard at work, turning children into dogs and cats and zombies. Four kids were flipping and flopping their brains out in the castle-shaped bounce house. Spread out amidst the chaos were carts serving hotdogs, pizza, popcorn, and ice cream. Colorful balloon bouquets dotted the yard, while a criss-cross of paper streamers hung above.

      The children weren’t the only ones enjoying themselves. The parents had gathered around a few tables and were content to chit-chat and dine on this same child-friendly diet. Preston graciously mingled with each guest while his wife played the perfect host.

      Before heading back into the house to fetch a lighter, Katherine signaled to her husband. 

      Preston put two fingers into his mouth and let out the whistle of all whistles, gaining the attention of every moving body.

      “Gather around,” Preston called out as he walked over to the cake table. “It’s time to sing Happy Birthday.”

      The cake itself was an elaborate creation spanning twenty by thirty inches. A detailed carousel sat in the center, while a roller coaster ran along the borders. There was also a balloon vendor, game booths, and a cotton-candy maker. It was the perfect amusement park scene, except that all the people were zombies, Lorenzo’s current fascination. Katherine had caved on the cake but held firm on not turning their backyard into a graveyard.

      She lit eight candles. Lorenzo took a front and center position and, with much anticipation, clapped like a seal. Preston started the singing with a hum from his baritone voice. He flailed his arms like an amateur conductor, encouraging everyone to join in. When the crowd hit their last note, Lorenzo let out a huge breath of air, extinguishing the candles. A second later, they flickered back to life, forcing him to try again and again. The joke candles were a big laugh for everyone, including Lorenzo. Katherine and another mother doled out plates of cake and ice cream to the mob of sugar-crazed children. 

      Later, Preston followed his wife into the house, where he watched her return a bucket of ice cream to the freezer. His groin tingled as he approached her.

      “The party’s a hit. You did a wonderful job, dear,” he said as he spun his wife around and kissed her.

      “I’ll have to agree with you on that,” she said playfully.

      “Anything else planned?”

      “Nope. The cutting of the cake was the last thing to do.” She looked at her watch. “The entertainers have an hour left on their booking. We should be good to wrap things up then.”

      “That sounds great, but I’m wondering if you had anything planned for me.” Preston flashed his wife a diabolical smile and lowered his voice. “The urge is there,” he said. It had only been a week since the Tanner kill, but Preston was hungry again.

      “I do, dear. Be patient. I have a few kinks to work out, and then my sweetie can have fun. Terrible fun.”
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      A full day of poring through case files would turn anyone’s brain into dead matter. Wilkinson and I needed a break—that meant steaks and a couple bottles of good wine. White recommended the London Chop House, a Detroit legend, only a few blocks from the station. We wasted very little time with the wine list and ordered a bottle of red.

      “To the Bureau,” Wilkinson said as he raised his glass.

      I tinged my glass against his and smiled. We were well into our second glasses. It was full of flavor, bold, and very yummy—perfect for the aged rib eyes we had just ordered. I kicked off a heel and playfully kicked at Wilkinson’s foot.

      “Someone let her guard down and decided to relax,” he said, smiling. 

      “Maybe it’s time I relax, Wilky.” I wasn’t sure what I was doing or where it was going. All I knew was we got along really well.

      He reached over and clinked his glass against mine. “I’ll drink to that.”

      I kicked off my other heel and tag teamed him while I wondered out loud, “Sure could use a foot massage…”

      Wilkinson laughed. “If you finish all of your dinner, we’ll see about a massage.”

      Wilkinson’s constant eye contact made me giggle and feel lightness in my chest. I suddenly wished we weren’t sitting on opposite sides of the table.

      “How’s the family handling you being away?” he asked.

      Before I could answer, my phone started to buzz. I took a peek and smiled. “Speaking of family.” Lucy had sent me a text asking if she could stay up late. I texted her back, telling her to go to sleep and I would talk to her tomorrow.

      I looked back at Wilkinson, who hadn’t stopped smiling. “It’s the little one, Lucy. Ever since I taught her to text, it’s been nonstop.”

      “Must be tough being away from them.”

      “It is. This is Lucy’s first year in an American school, kindergarten. Every day is an adventure for her. It’s so fun to hear her talk about what she’s learned.”

      “What about the older one? Is he handling the change well?”

      I nodded my head as I tipped my wine glass toward my mouth and took a sip. “He’s acclimated fast. He’s in the third grade, so school’s not a big deal. He loves the city and has a few friends in the neighborhood. I’ve got nothing to worry about with him.”

      “That’s great to hear.”

      “Po Po, on the other hand,” I tilted my head from side to side, “she’s something else. I know she means well, though.”

      “What about Hong Kong?”

      “Hong Kong, I don’t miss. There’s nothing there for me.”

      “What about your folks?”

      “They moved north to the city of Harbin years ago after my father retired. He thought it would be great to run the big ice festival the city puts on every year.”

      Wilkinson topped off both our glasses. “You ever thought of doing something else?”

      What, like marry you and move to the south of France where we can frolic naked in the countryside? “All the time,” I chuckled as I raised my glass. “Here’s to figuring that out.”

      No sooner had I taken a sip than my phone went off again. That time it was a call.

      “Agent Kane, here.”

      “Agent. It’s Elliot Hardin.” 

      I mouthed the columnist’s name to Wilkinson.

      “Mr. Hardin. I didn’t recognize the number.”

      “I’m calling you on one of those disposable phones. I have reason to believe I’m being watched.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “Let’s just say digging around has stirred up the nest. I think someone broke into my house the other day, and a strange car sat in front of the house all night.”

      “Did you report it?”

      “Don’t worry about me, Agent. Listen, I don’t have much time. I have some information for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “Not over the phone. Tomorrow. Meet me at the Coney Island restaurant on Fourteen and Maple. Nine o’clock sharp. Don’t be late.”

      Before I could say anything, Hardin hung up.

      “What was that about?” Wilkinson asked.

      “I’m not sure, but we’ll find out tomorrow.”

      Our steaks came soon after. We tried to salvage the evening, but the call had put both our minds back into work mode. We’d had a fire going, and Hardin had come by and pissed on it.
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      The next morning, we arrived at the Coney Island at nine sharp, just as Hardin had instructed. I spotted him in a booth at the back of the restaurant, chewing on his nails. He looked scared and like he hadn’t slept much.

      I slid into the seat opposite him. Wilkinson swung a chair around and sat at the opening of the booth.

      “Can I get you two something?” a waitress asked.

      “Coffee for me. Hot water for her, please,” Wilkinson answered.

      I pulled out a little tin that held my loose leaf tea and set it on the table.

      Hardin had a good growth on his face and smelled like he could use a shower.

      “What’s going on? Earlier, you said someone was following you.”

      “I don’t have much time. Back in the eighties, there was a young group of executives at GM—hotshot up-and-comers. From what I understand, they secretly formed a pact and became very influential in the company. There were rumors about them, but nobody knew who they were.”

      “A secret pact?”

      “Yes, they called themselves the Redline Rogues or RRs.”

      “Elliot, I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “How does this tie into our investigation?”

      “The plant closures that took place in Flint were because of the RRs.”

      The waitress returned to our table and placed two cups down on the table. We barely noticed. “Yeah, and…?”

      Hardin clasped his hands together. “Closing plants is an unpopular thing to do. It’s not the first thing that a company thinks of when they need to save some money.”

      “But that’s part of doing business, right?” I still didn’t see the importance of what Hardin said.

      “Yes. But the RRs championed the project. They pushed for it. They convinced the heads of GM at the time that it was in the company’s best interest.”

      I sat back, wanting to hear more. “How?”

      Hardin shrugged. “That I don’t know, but you can imagine this might piss a person off.”

      I glanced at Wilkinson but couldn’t tell if he bought the story. “What happened to the RRs?” I asked.

      “They supposedly went on to have great careers. It was about personal gain. I wouldn’t be surprised if some other folks outside of the group benefited as well.”

      “How big was this group of RRs?”

      “There were six.” Hardin gave the restaurant another quick look. “I have to go.”

      “Wait. Were any of them our victims?”

      “I’m out of time.” Hardin stood up. He removed a piece of paper from his shirt pocket and placed it on the table. “I’ll text you the others when I have them,” he said over his shoulder as he moved toward the door.

      I picked up the paper.

      Wilkinson eyed the paper as he sipped his coffee. “What does it say?”

      “There are four names. Three are our victims. The other one is Archie Becker.”

      “You believe him?” he asked.

      “Right now, I don’t know what to believe. This whole case is getting stranger by the minute.”

      I put a call into Solis and Madero and filled them in. I wanted them to track down Archie Becker for questioning and safekeeping. For all we knew, the killer could have been targeting him as we spoke.
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      With Hardin admitting he was being watched, I had to assume we were, too. Whoever was responsible for the cover-up was eager to make sure it remained that way. It seemed like every person we came in contact with didn’t want to talk or appeared to be scared of something. 

      With the Redline Rogues' revelation, Eddie Bass’ sister, Claire, quickly became a person of interest. I somehow had a hunch “The Motor” might have known about the RRs. And if he did, my hope was that he had mentioned them to Claire or his daughter. I was glad Hardin had emailed me Claire’s address the day after we met.

      The drive down to Mansfield, Ohio, took us a little less than three hours. We were told she lived by herself just outside of the city in an old farmhouse. 

      When we arrived, the structure looked a lot older than I’d pictured. It was quaint and cozy, and the wood had that aged look that’s all the rage for country living in the Hamptons. Still, I wished I had a hard hat for entering.

      Wilkinson parked the Yellow Jacket near the front of the house. Besides a few chickens pecking around, there didn’t seem to be any other signs of life—no noises coming from or around the house. Claire lived off the highway at the end of a quarter-mile dirt road. She had no neighbors.

      The screen door rattled when I knocked on it. Wilkinson tried peeking inside through one of the windows. That’s when we heard the voice behind us.

      “Can I help you two?”

      We turned to face an elderly woman dressed in jeans and a red flannel shirt. She wore a wide-brimmed hat and had a blue and white handkerchief tied around her neck. But the 12-gauge shotgun in her hands was what really caught my attention.

      “Easy, lady,” Wilkinson said.

      “Claire Bass?” I asked.

      “Yes, that’s me,” she responded, calmly and without waver. Her eyes were squinted, and her finger was wrapped around the trigger. 

      “We’re FBI agents. You’re not in trouble. We just want to ask you a few questions.”

      She remained quiet and focused.

      “We’re going to reach into our jackets and take out our IDs, okay?” I said.

      She kept a close eye on both of us. Her arm seemed to be shaking a little. Either the gun was getting heavy, or it was some uncontrollable tic. I didn’t want to find out. She took a few steps closer and leaned forward, examining our identification. 

      Satisfied, she lowered the gun. “I’m sorry about that, but I live alone, and I’m old. I’ve got to be careful.”

      “We understand,” I said. “You snuck up on us there.”

      Claire chuckled a little. “It’s a good skill to have.” She stomped her shoes on a worn mat before entering the house. “Make yourself at home while I put a pot of coffee on.”

      It was impossible to ignore the décor. The inside of Claire’s house was neatly cluttered with little Hummel figurines. Where there was space, a little boy or girl was carrying a bucket of water, praying, or picking flowers. 

      Fifteen minutes later, Claire shuffled back into the living room with three mugs and placed them on the coffee table. She appeared to be in her sixties and able, though she didn’t stand fully upright. “Any of you take cream or sugar with your coffee?” she asked, pausing in front of her rocking chair.

      We both shook our heads and watched her sit and slowly start to rock.

      I spoke first. “Claire, I’m Agent Abby Kane, and this is Agent Trey Wilkinson. We’re investigating a series of murders that have taken place in Detroit⁠—”

      “Wasn’t me,” she shot back.

      I gave Wilkinson a quick look before speaking. “We’re aware of that. We’re here to talk about your brother, Eddie Bass.”

      “He’s dead. So it wasn’t him, either.”

      I smiled. “We’re aware of that, too. We understand your brother was a vocal supporter of GM while he worked there.”

      “They called him The Motor. He loved working for that company. Being able to make a living and provide for his family made him a proud man. Terrible thing they did to him.”

      “You mean the company, right?”

      “Who else would I be talking about, dear? Not only him, but the whole town got hit.”

      “That’s when he moved here, with his daughter?” I asked.

      “Yes. His wife, Christine, had already passed. There wasn’t any need to stay in that town. It had a terrible effect on him. He started drinking… I worried about him.”

      “So he moved here, to Ohio?”

      “I finally convinced the stubborn mule.” Claire drifted off into her thoughts before speaking again. “He had only been here for a little over a year when he passed.” Claire continued to rock and sip.

      “Claire, did Eddie ever talk about the Redline Rogues?”

      She took a moment before answering. “Not that I recall. What is it?”

      “A bunch of GM executives. There’s a rumor that they were responsible for shutting down the plant in Flint.” I figured it was best to leave out their names and that three of them were dead.

      “Oh, you’re talking about the Good Boys,” she said. “That’s what Eddie called them. Anyhow, he came upon them late one night at the plant, had forgotten something in his locker. That’s when he overheard a group of people talking in hushed tones.”

      “Did he know them?” I asked.

      Claire shook her head. “No, but he snuck up on ’em and listened. He said he only heard bits and pieces. He had a bad ear,” she motioned, “but he swore they were talking about shutting down the plant. Eddie was the one to spread the word before the company said anything. Everyone thought it was crazy talk until it happened.”

      Claire’s story supported what Hardin told us earlier. Pieces were coming together. I started to believe our own hype; someone wanted revenge for what the RRs did.

      “Did Eddie mention what they looked like?”

      “From where he hid, he said he couldn’t see them all too well. But he was sure there were men and women. As far as I know, he never told anyone where he got his information on the plant closing. If you ask me, I’d say something had him spooked.”

      I looked around but saw no pictures of him or his daughter.

      “What about Eddie’s daughter? Do you think he mentioned it to her?”

      “You mean Lisa?” Claire shrugged and took another sip of her coffee.

      Wilkinson wrote her name down in his notepad.

      “Sorry, we didn’t have a name for her. Do you know where we can find her?” he asked.

      “I don’t know where she is. We never did see eye to eye. She moved out when she was seventeen.”

      “Do you have an address or a phone number?”

      Claire finished the last of her coffee. She stood up and cleared our cups on the way back to the kitchen. I looked at Wilkinson. “Looks like our chat is over.”

      “No address or number. She could be anywhere,” he said.

      I tried to remain optimistic.

      Claire reemerged from the kitchen with a dishcloth in her hand. Wilkinson and I both stood up.

      “Do you have any idea how we can get a hold of Lisa?"

      “You think she killed those people?”

      “No, not all,” I said. “We’re just trying to gather as much information as possible.”

      “She was a quiet one. Was cordial to most. She didn’t have me fooled, though. That girl had a mean streak that would surface every now and then.”

      “In what way?”

      “The littlest things would set her off. I rearranged her closet once. I never did that again.” Claire bent down and gave the coffee table a once over. She then walked over to a desk and wrote something down. 

      “You might try Flint. It’s where she’s from,” she said as she opened the front door. She slipped me a paper with a name and an address on it as we exited the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      We were still an hour’s drive from Detroit when I got a call from Solis. I was expecting an update on Archie Becker, the suspected RR. What I got instead felt like a punch to the gut. 

      “I hope you’re sitting down,” he said.

      “Spit it out,” I said.

      “Your reporter friend, Elliot Hardin. He’s dead.”

      “Come again?”

      “Couple of hunters came across his car in the woods. He was inside with a gunshot wound to the back of his head.”

      I whispered to Wilkinson that Hardin was dead.

      “There were two vehicle tracks, so whoever did this was in the car with him with an accomplice following.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Well, the only reason to come up here is to hunt elk, and Hardin doesn’t look the type.”

      I shook my head slowly. Hardin had been telling the truth earlier. How the hell am I supposed to solve this case if my informants keep showing up dead?

      “What about Becker?”

      “We tracked him down at Ford. He’s one of their top engineers. He denies knowing anything about the RR. He’s also refusing any help from the police. We put a patrol car outside his house anyway, as a visual deterrent in case our guy is targeting him. He’s not being helpful, though.”

      “Keep an eye on him until we can get back. I want to question him personally.”
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      We reached Archie Becker’s house a little before seven that night. The sun had started to set, but kids of all ages were still out playing. Becker lived alone in the family-friendly Bloomfield Hills, north of Birmingham. Solis and Madero were parked out front in a brown unmarked vehicle waiting for us. Across the street was a patrol car, like they said.

      When I got closer to their car, the detectives exited. “We followed him back from work,” Solis said. “He’s been home for maybe forty minutes.”

      “Thanks. Wait outside, please.”

      Wilkinson and I continued up the driveway of the ranch-style home. We rang the doorbell. 

      A neatly dressed man answered the door. His posture deflated when he saw us. “How can I help you?” he asked dryly.

      “Archie Becker? I’m Agent Kane. This is Agent Wilkinson. We were hoping we could ask you a few questions.”

      Becker flopped his head to the side and exhaled loudly. “Look, Agents. I’ve already answered a bunch from the two sitting in the car.” He pointed.

      “I realize that Mr. Becker, but you didn’t answer our questions.”

      He let out another breath of air and added an eye roll. His antics were starting to annoy me.

      “I suppose you want something to drink,” he said as he swung the front door open and led the way.

      Actually, I would love to punch some sense into you.

      Wilkinson and I looked at each other before following him. “What can you tell us about the Redline Rogues or the RRs?”

      Becker never bothered to get us something to drink, but instead, he took a seat in the living room. We stood.

      “I’ll repeat what I told the two detectives outside. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Isn’t it true you worked with Marian Ward, Dennis Walters, and Rick Tanner at GM during the eighties?”

      “That’s true. But I worked with a lot of people. It’s common for auto execs to move around between the big three.”

      “You realize all three of them are dead. They were murdered.”

      Becker looked down, then back up, but avoided eye contact. “Yes, of course. I’m very saddened by the news. I didn’t spend much time with them after I left GM, but I still considered them friends.”

      “Mr. Becker, we have reason to believe whoever killed them might try to harm you.”

      “Why?” he asked, his posture stiffening. “I’ve done nothing.” 

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out. We know you were a member of the RRs. Who else knew? Think, Mr. Becker. Who might have grievances against you or them?”

      Becker ran his hands through what little hair he had. “Look, you guys sound like a broken record. I’ve already answered these questions.”

      “Then it should be easier the second time around. What are you afraid of? We can protect you.”

      Becker threw his head back and laughed. “Like how you protected the others?”

      The mouth on this guy. Solis was right; he was definitely the short name for Richard. 

      “Look, I don’t need your help.”

      “Funny, last time I checked, your name was Archie Becker, not Chuck Norris.”

      Becker shot me a look that rivaled a snotty teenager’s. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work I need to do.”

      We may have left his house, but we weren’t about to let him out of our sight. I tapped on Solis’ window. “This guy’s got an attitude and a death wish.”

      “Told you.”

      “I want you guys to start interviewing all of the top execs. Start at GM. Maybe we can flush out the other two that way.”

      We cut the detectives and the patrol car loose and drove around the block before parking farther down the street. With only three of the RRs alive, I wanted to make sure it stayed that way.
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      It had been a while since I’d taken on babysitting duty. I had forgotten how slow the hours could drag. Thankfully, Wilkinson could hold a conversation. I remembered being in a similar situation with someone who didn’t speak much, and it was painful.

      A patrol car had relieved us about an hour earlier and took their position in front of Becker’s place. We were four houses down the road, but we were so enjoying our conversation that we stayed put. 

      Wilkinson and I had chatted all night about everything and anything. I remember there being a lot of silly laughing, and then suddenly, his lips were on mine. I don’t recall what sparked it, but I didn’t pull away. I kissed him back. He had very tender lips, and he was mindful about not shoving his tongue down my throat right away, either. He worked his way up to it—earned it. When he ran his hand along my cheek and into my hair, I canceled my rule against dating coworkers. It was stupid.

      We were like two kids on a date, making out in his parents’ car. The windows fogged in no time, affording us the privacy we wanted. Soon after, Wilkinson’s hand found my breasts. I don’t know why, but I tried to play it cool. I didn’t want him to know I was already a pile of mush, and as far as my body was concerned, my heavy breaths meant, don’t stop. Hurry. Do everything. I want it all. 

      My body was an open house, each part waiting for its inspection. I was in desperate need of a good ravishing. When his fingers caressed my belly button, I remember letting out a premature moan. Who lets out a moan over a belly button touch? Anyway, it made my body shiver. I felt safe in his arms and wanted him even more.

      He unbuttoned my blouse, and I went to work on his shirt. Undressing in the car wasn’t easy. It’s nothing like the movies, but it was worth it. It didn’t help that we were in a MINI. Thankfully, we had the larger four-door model, and I was tiny. Hooray for short people. Wilkinson lowered the parking brake and shoved the stick shift into gear to climb over to my side. In one move, he had my seat fully reclined and pushed all the way back. Wilkinson's naked pecs pressed against my perky breasts. I didn’t mind chest bumping with my partner. Hopefully, he would high-five my butt.  

      I was fully aware of what I was doing. I had given in to Wilkinson. He could do with me whatever he wished. We had crossed the line, and I loved the naughtiness of it. 

      I thanked the height gods for my shortness; it would have been weird to thank my mother right then. There’s no way two normal-sized adults could do what we were doing. He had both my legs pinned back, so they rested on his shoulders. I didn’t know I had the athleticism in me to become a pretzel. I liked it. I felt exposed, with Wilkinson in complete control. I couldn’t stop him—not that I wanted to. From that point on, we were like that bumper sticker. If this car’s a rockin’….
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, we were running late for our meeting with White, so we didn’t have time to address what had happened the night before. It didn’t feel awkward, though. We were both in good moods.

      As soon as we entered White’s office, I brought him up to speed on what we’d learned from Hardin and what had happened to him.

      “So your real lead came from your conversation with this reporter, not any of the old cases?”

      “Yes. That is until he was found shot to death. He fed us the names of four RRs. Three of them are dead, and we can’t get the other to talk, but we’ve got eyes on him. We plan to follow up on another lead from Hardin: Eddie Bass’ daughter.”

      White conveyed his dissatisfaction with a head shake and a tongue cluck. 

      “Look, Lieutenant, if Eddie talked to his sister about the RRs, he might have said something to his daughter.”

      White leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “Let’s not get caught up in what happened in the past. Watch Becker, and our killer will eventually show himself—if what you said is true.” 

      “There are two other potential victims. They need to be warned.”

      White gave us a halfhearted shrug. “It’s been on the news. I’m sure they’re aware of the situation. Sit on Becker. When our guy makes a move, we’ll grab him. Don’t go around looking into things you don’t need to. You’re not here for that, Agent Kane. Is that clear?”

      My left eyebrow started to twitch. He’s not the enemy. He’s just trying to retire with a pension. I tempered my emotions as best I could. “With all due respect, Lieutenant White, I don’t work for the Detroit Metro Police. I’m a federal agent. I’ll investigate this case as I see fit.” I should have bitten my tongue, but I was tired of being told what I could and couldn’t do while working this case. I was FBI. As far as I was concerned, I outranked every uniform there.

      I stood. “I will catch this killer. And if there’s been a cover-up, I will get to the bottom of it. You can be sure of that.” I spun around and exited White’s office without allowing him to respond. I didn’t care either. I had wasted enough time on this case. Abby Kane is going rogue.

      Wilkinson caught up with me a few steps outside of White’s office.

      “You want to tell me what you’re doing?” 

      “We both know we’re here to catch the original killer. They never caught him. Garrison took the fall. Who knows how widespread the corruption in this town is?”

      “We can’t go it alone.”

      I stopped and faced him. “We can, and we are. I can’t trust what we’re being told anymore.” I continued walking past our office. “You got the car keys?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. We’re going to Flint.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      White sat quietly in the back of the dimly lit bar. He held a glass of whiskey with both hands and watched the liquid swirl around. He didn’t know what to make of the meeting he’d had with Agent Kane earlier in the morning. She was out of control, and there was nothing he could do. He tried, but it was out of his hands.

      But that wasn’t good enough for Stevie Roscoe.

      “Run me through it one more time,” Stevie said.

      “I’ve already told you everything that happened this morning.”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” he singsonged slowly. “Tell me again.”

      Once more, White went over all the details of his meeting with Kane and Wilkinson.

      “She knows there’s been a cover-up—that we never got the original guy.”

      “Does she have proof?”

      “Not yet, but she ain’t stupid. She’s going to figure it out.”

      Stevie put a finger in White’s face. “That bitch ain’t figuring out shit.”

      “I didn’t tell her anything,” White spat out. “I swear.”

      Stevie relaxed and returned his hand to his side. He flashed the old cop his trademark smile. “Nobody said you did.”

      White wasn’t buying it, though. Stevie was black rot, and he didn’t trust him. “I just want to go on record; I did everything asked of me.”

      Stevie placed a hand on White’s glass, stopping it from moving. “Then why the fuck does she think there’s a cover-up?”

      White looked up from his glass and caught the glare of Stevie’s yellow-tinged, green eyes. It was like staring at the devil. White tried to avoid it whenever he could. It was impossible that day. Stevie liked having meetings in tight enclosures, never out in the open. He wanted the person to feel trapped like there was no way out.

      There wasn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Flint was a little over an hour’s drive from downtown Detroit. Traffic was light, so we reached the city limits ten minutes faster. The GPS unit started yapping again when we neared the exit off the highway. After another ten minutes of maneuvering through the city, we found ourselves in a neighborhood where everyone’s front yard looked like a public dumping ground. Cars and kitchen appliances were the most popular for lawn decorations.

      The small white house on Campbell Road had two cars in its front yard—neither of them had tires or windows. The screened-in front porch was overtaken by dead, potted plants and old electronics. I could hear the television blaring from inside.

      Wilkinson had to knock twice before someone came to the door. 

      A white lady shoehorned into denim shorts and wearing layered tank tops opened the door. A cigarette hung from her mouth. “Yeah?” she said, adjusting her shirt.

      “I’m Agent Kane. This is Agent Wilkinson. We’re with the FBI. May we ask you a few questions?”

      She looked at us as if she had a choice like there were options to consider. Eventually, she turned around and walked away, leaving the door open.

      I entered the house first. I wished I hadn’t. The smell of cat urine nearly destroyed my nose. I didn’t bother to hide my reaction either. Wilkinson had a bit more self-control. By my count, there were eight furry felines, either walking or lying on the furniture. Our host had already taken her seat in front of the television.

      “Are you Lisa Bass?” I asked. She didn’t respond, so I picked up the remote and shut the television off.

      “Hey, I was watching that.”

      The pungent stench of urine had fouled my mood and left me with little patience. I tried once again, with a bit of bitch sprinkled in the tone. “Are you Lisa Bass?”

      “Hell, no,” she said, yanking her head back. I could count the chins.

      “We were told she might be living here.”

      “She ain’t lived here for over fifteen years. We used to be friends, but we haven’t talked since she moved. Why you looking for her?”

      “Do you know where she is Ms.…?”

      “You can call me Michelle, and no, I don’t know where she is. Shit, I ain’t seen Lisa since she left.”

      A black and white cat swirled its body around my leg. I could feel the feline’s affection vibrating against my calf, but still, the animal repulsed me.

      Wilkinson spoke up. “It’s important we speak with her, Michelle. Any information you have about her whereabouts would be appreciated.”

      She picked up a cat and scratched it behind the ears. “Well, when she left, she said she was going to school.”

      “What school?”

      Michelle looked at me. “Why do you guys need to talk to her? Is she in trouble?”

      “No, she’s not. But we believe she has information that can help us with an investigation,” I said in a soothing tone, topped off with a smile. I realized nice might be the way to go with Michelle if we wanted any more information. Suck it up, Abby.

      “Well, she mentioned Oakland, but I don’t know if she finished.”

      We still didn’t have a positive ID on Lisa. Claire Bass came up empty. I hoped Michelle wouldn’t. “Do you have a picture of Lisa?”

      “I might. It’ll take some time for me to find it, though, if I do.”

      I looked around the living room. Michelle was well on her way to being a candidate for the show Hoarders. I believed her when she said it might take some time.

      “By the way, that ain’t her name no more. She changed it to Katherine.”

      “Katherine Bass?”

      “No. Katherine Carter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      With a little more prodding and some smiling, I pried Katherine’s address from Michelle. Turns out the two talked, but not often. Michelle admitted they had grown apart over the years.

      Katherine now lived in a small neighborhood near downtown Detroit. The welcome sign read, “Corktown, Detroit’s Oldest Neighborhood, 1834.”

      “Hmm, I think this is the neighborhood Detective Solis was talking about that night,” Wilkinson said.

      “Impressive,” I said as I looked around. The homes might have been built in the early 1800s, but they all looked renovated to their proper glory.

      When we pulled up to the two-story, Federal style home with a Range Rover in front of the garage, I understood why Michelle and Katherine had lost touch. Her friend had moved into a higher financial bracket.

      I rang the doorbell. We didn’t hear dogs yapping, nor did the smell of urine permeate the air. A second later, the door opened, and a beautiful woman stood in front of us. She wore a white blouse, tucked neatly inside a knee-length black skirt with matching heels. Her hair shined, and her makeup appeared fresh.

      “Katherine Carter?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      I held up my identification. “I’m Agent Abby Kane. This is Agent Trey Wilkinson. May we ask you a few questions?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “We’re investigating a case and thought you might have information that could help us.”

      We waited in the sitting room while Katherine went to the kitchen for some bottled water. The décor was vintage yet modern, with lots of warm neutral tones. I wonder if she hired a designer or watches HGTV. 

      Pictures lined the mantel above the fireplace. I walked over for a closer look. Most of the photos were of two little boys, but some included her. Where was the husband? Katherine had a ring on—a nice one, too, I might add. Mental note: schedule a family portrait.

      I was still at the mantel when Katherine paraded back in with her back straight and her long slender neck holding her head at the perfect angle. “Are these your boys?” I asked.

      She gently placed the bottles of water on ceramic coasters. “Yes, Lorenzo is eight, and Jackson is four. I’ve been trying for years to include my husband in our annual picture taking, but I haven’t succeeded yet.”

      “You have beautiful children. My two are similar in age. Ryan is eight, and Lucy is five.”

      Katherine smiled and walked back to the sitting area without saying anything about my children. Isn’t that parent etiquette? I suddenly didn’t feel like drinking her water. 

      I then watched her sit across from Wilkinson. She crossed her legs, allowing her skirt to ride up high enough to catch Wilky’s eye. I immediately cleared my throat. “Are you Lisa Bass, daughter of Eddie Bass of Flint, Michigan?”

      Katherine didn’t answer us right away. “I’m sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve heard that name. I’ve always liked the name, Katherine, and⁠—”

      “Katherine, we’re not here to question you about your name change,” Wilkinson said. “We want to talk to you about your father, Eddie.”

      “My father?”

      “Did he ever mention the Redline Rogues or RRs to you?” I asked.

      Katherine stared off into the distance before shaking her head. “No, I can’t say that I heard him speak about that. Is it the name of a company?”

      “The RRs were a group of young executives employed by GM back in the eighties. They were very influential at the time. Some believe they were responsible for having the plant shut down.”

      “What does that have to do with my father?” she asked, crinkling her nose. “He worked at the factory, on the line.”

      “A lot of people knew your father,” I said. “He was a well-liked person—always talking, especially about GM. So much, people called him The Motor.”

      A smile appeared on Katherine’s face. “Yes, he loved the company, until…”

      “Until the plant, he worked at shut down,” I said.

      Katherine nodded slowly.

      “With your father knowing so much about the company, we thought he might have heard about the RRs and maybe mentioned them to you.”

      Katherine placed her bottle on a coaster. “If he did, why would he tell me about them? I was just a little girl.”

      “They were responsible for shutting the plant down in Flint. It’s a big topic for conversation.”

      “That plant was the livelihood of that city. Shutting it down ruined the lives of many families in Flint.”

      “Including yours?” I asked.

      Katherine shot me a look. “It killed my father.”

      The tension in the room had suddenly gone up a notch. “I’m sorry. It must have been tough.” 

      “It was. I still don’t know what this has to do with my father.”

      “We believe someone is killing the RRs. Three of them are already dead. We’re trying to locate the rest before it’s too late. Claire Bass told us he mentioned the RRs to her. We were hoping he said something to you.”

      “Claire Bass is a liar. She only encouraged my father by continually talking about the plant; it made him angrier. He drank more because of it.”

      Katherine had become visibly upset. I figured our chances of getting more information from her were quickly becoming a long shot.

      “I have nothing else to say. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m busy.” She stood and held her arm out to the door. 

      We thanked her for her time, and I handed her my card. “If you think of anything, call me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine peeked from behind the window curtain and watched the two agents returned to their hideous yellow car.

      Preston Carter also kept an eye on the two visitors, except he watched from a basement window. Behind him, a naked young woman lay on a wooden table. Her arms and legs were held in place by straps attached at each corner. Duct tape covered her mouth, and tears streamed down the sides of her face.

      Preston put his scalpel down on a counter and removed the transparent plastic apron he wore. “I’ll be back, my darling.” He kissed the woman’s forehead before heading upstairs.

      “Katherine!” he called as he burst into the hallway.

      She appeared from the kitchen. “What is it, dear?”

      “Who were those two people? What did they want?” 

      Katherine could see that her husband was flustered and becoming increasingly agitated. She cleared a few strands of hair from his left eye. “There’s nothing to worry about, dear. They wanted to talk to me about my father.”

      “They’re the police, aren’t they? They’re on to us. I knew it. We should have taken a break. There wasn’t enough time between kills⁠—”

      Katherine’s hand slammed into Preston’s face, sending his head off to the side. It was the only thing that worked when he slipped into a panic.

      Preston held his left cheek, his head still turned to the side, looking down.

      “I told you not to worry. You must trust me, darling. I have a plan. You do want to help me with my plan, don’t you?”

      Preston nodded slowly. He did want to help his beautiful wife—anything for his queen. 

      He had first noticed Katherine in his freshman biology class. He was a tenured professor, and she was a first year student, twenty at the time. The day she first entered his lab, her hair was pulled loosely back into a ponytail, and she had a horrendous orange backpack slung over her shoulders. Still, she looked as if angels were carrying her in. Her sweet smile was infectious. Her eyes could calm the most cantankerous of people. Preston watched her search for a seat but didn’t stop there. He continued to sneak peeks throughout the entire class period. By all accounts, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes upon.

      During the second quarter of her first year, Preston noticed a difference in Katherine. In ways, she was a lot like him. She had tendencies, as he liked to describe it. She once took a lab frog and sliced it horizontally from head to toe—a total of two hundred eighty-five slices. Preston knew because he counted each one. She did the same with a frozen dog using a surgical saw. He continued to push her young mind. After a year and a half, he felt she was ready. He gave her a body. She didn’t ask who it had been or where it had come from. She didn’t care. She went right to work. 

      When the two started to date, that had been the turning point, and Katherine accompanied Preston on a kill. It was the start of a beautiful partnership. The Doctor had taken on an apprentice. For the next two years, Katherine learned from him. So much so that she started advising him on how to continue forward with his hobby without getting caught. Preston had hoped they could become a duo, but Katherine was much more comfortable with the planning. Though she had developed an affinity for scalping people.

      “I’m worried,” Preston finally mumbled.

      “Don’t be, sweetie. I haven’t failed us yet, and I don’t intend to.” Katherine slipped her hand down the front of his pants and fondled him. Preston shut his eyes and let out a breathy growl. “Now go back downstairs and finish up with your play date. When you’re done, you can tell me all about it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that afternoon, we met Solis and Madero at a Coney Island restaurant in Birmingham. They had spent most of the week interviewing executives at GM and Ford and making sure Archie Becker didn’t end up dead. 

      Both detectives were eating chili dogs when we arrived. I looked at Wilkinson; his eyes lit up like a dog eyeing a large soup bone. He had become addicted to chili dogs. What is it with guys and chili?

      “Agents,” Solis said. “Please, have a seat.”

      We sat opposite them in the booth and placed our orders immediately. As soon as the waitress left, Solis wasted no time brushing off his hands and updating us.

      “We interviewed every top-level executive at GM. Either no other RRs are working there, or someone is holding back. Same with Ford. We’re heading over to Chrysler tomorrow.”

      Not what I wanted to hear. “How’s our guy doing?”

      “Nothing’s changed. He goes to work and comes home. We tried talking to him again, but he insists he doesn’t know what we’re talking about.”

      “He’s got interesting nighttime habits, though,” Madero added. “We took over the night shift and discovered our guy sneaks out near midnight and spends time at Belle Isle.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      Solis shrugged. “He’s done it twice on our watch. We park down the street, so he thinks no one is watching.”

      “What’s down at Belle Isle?” Wilkinson asked.

      “It’s a popular late-night hangout for young people, like a make-out area, except our guy hangs out where there aren’t any women.”

      “Why are you letting him leave the house?” I asked.

      “Look, Agent Kane, we can’t stop him. He’s a free man.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re tagging along tonight.” If Becker insisted on endangering his life like this, I didn’t want to rely on these two to keep him safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Solis radioed us around midnight. Wilkinson and I were parked five houses down from the Becker residence. Solis and Madero were at the opposite end of the street, two houses away, so they still had eyes on his front door.

      “Our guy is on the move,” he said. “He’s in a black Ford Explorer and should be passing you any second.”

      “All right. Hang back and let us pick him up,” I answered.

      Wilkinson waited until the Explorer rounded the corner before pulling onto the road, fearful Becker might recognize the Yellow Jacket. It wasn’t the best vehicle for surveillance. Solis and Madero tailed us. 

      The traffic was light on the highway, so we kept our distance, maybe a hundred yards or so behind. We weren’t worried about losing Becker. We knew his destination. Thirty minutes later, we crossed MacArthur Bridge.

      Belle Isle was literally a nine-hundred-acre island park in the middle of the Detroit River. During the day, people picnicked and swam, visited the zoo and the botanical gardens, and just enjoyed the outdoors. However, at night, the action took place inside their vehicles. 

      We kept our distance from Becker, blending with the other late-night visitors cruising the scene. Many young people were hanging in and outside of their cars, mostly college students from the look of it. Farther down the road, though, I could see that the area got desolate. 

      Becker drove at a parade’s pace. I was unsure what he was looking at; women didn’t seem to do it for him. Maybe he liked young men. 

      “It might be a good idea to follow by foot,” I said. “The crowd’s thinning, and he might notice us.”

      “Good idea.”

      We parked near the end of the crowd. I radioed Solis and Madero that we had feet on the ground and told them to sit back for a bit. 

      I moved swiftly along the trees. I didn’t bother to look back; I could hear Wilkinson in step behind me. There was little chance Becker could see us where we were. Unfortunately, the dark afforded Becker the same advantage. He had parked under a large tree, making it nearly impossible to see inside his vehicle. It didn’t help that scattered clouds prevented most of the moonlight from reaching the ground. 

      We moved in as close as we could, maybe fifty yards away, and watched. Fifteen minutes passed before a slow-moving SUV pulled into the stall next to Becker. A man exited and quickly entered the passenger side of Becker’s Explorer.

      “Did you get a good look at him?” Wilkinson asked.

      “Not really, but I have a pretty good idea of what’s about to go down.” I looked around for a closer vantage point. Becker’s safety concerned me more than his sexual escapades. For all we knew, that stranger could be the killer.

      “I don’t feel comfortable sitting back. I’m going to move up to that tiny bush near the car.” 

      “It’s out in the open. They’ll see you.”

      Advantage #23 for someone with my height: I can squat at night and look like a bush. “Don’t worry; I’ll blend. If I still can’t see what’s going on, I’ll radio you, and we’ll break up Becker’s party.” I gave Solis and Madero the heads up on the plan. 

      “I’ll be right here,” Wilkinson said.

      I made my way around a few trees and a couple of tall shrubs. I lost sight of the car for a few seconds, but I soon picked up a visual. I crouched, waited for a beat, and then scurried to the tiny bush near the car. I was now one with the shrub. 

      From my low angle looking up into the vehicle, I had an unobstructed view. A faint glow, probably from the entertainment system, lit them up enough to know what they were doing. It was make-out city all right.
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        * * *

      

      Wilkinson stayed put and watched the car. He had lost sight of Abby until she reappeared, running to the bush. She did indeed blend in. From what he could see, it looked like she had an eyeline into the vehicle. The agent raised his radio, ready to ask her for an update when a twig snapped behind him. He spun around and reached for his weapon at the same time. That’s when he saw her.

      “Agent Wilkinson, it’s me, Katherine Carter.”

      Katherine, Wilkinson thought. What is she doing here? He relaxed a little and took his hand off his weapon. “Mrs. Carter, why are you here?” The situation was confusing, but she appeared to be either cold or frightened from the way she had her arms wrapped around herself.

      “I’m so glad I found you,” she said, approaching him and letting her arms fall to the side. Before he could answer, she swung her right arm up and across his neckline.

      It took a moment for Wilkinson to comprehend what had happened. He reached up and felt the warm liquid pouring from his neck. No! It can’t be. Not you! 

      Katherine backed away, out of his reach. Dappled moonlight crossed her face revealing a smile. He tried to speak but could only manage a gurgle. Wilkinson knew he had to act fast if he wanted any chance of survival.
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      Becker had had enough fun. I didn’t want to bust up the party when they were rounding third base, let alone home plate. I radioed Wilkinson to move in, but he didn’t answer. Again I hit the talk button on the two-way. “Wilkinson, I’m moving in. Respond.” Still nothing. I knew he had eyes on me, so I figured I’d go ahead and he would see me.

      The radio crackled. “What’s going on?” Solis asked.

      “I can’t get a hold of Wilkinson. I need you guys to move in. I’m proceeding toward the vehicle.”

      Just as I stood up, my eyes caught movement near the trees. Wilkinson had made his way into the open—his body movement wasn’t right. He looked like a drunk. His arms weren’t swinging either. I watched for a moment before I headed towards him. As I got closer, it became clearer; he had both hands around his neck.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, picking up the pace. “Wilky!”

      He didn’t answer. When I reached him, I understood why. The blood was everywhere. He fell to his knees. So did I. His bloody hands were gripped tightly around his neck, but they slipped for a second, and a red arc shot past my face until he could reclaim his grip. I placed my hands over his hands to help keep pressure. 

      “What happened? Who did this?” I asked.

      He opened his mouth and moved it, but nothing came out. His eyes were wide and locked onto me. He was scared.

      “Hold on, Wilky. We’re going to get through this.” 

      I grabbed my radio. “Solis, I need an ambulance. Wilkinson is down. Get an ambulance here now!” I dropped the radio and put my other hand back over his. “You’re going to be fine. I’ve got a grip on you.” 

      I could hear his labored breathing, wet with his blood loss. His eyes blinked rapidly before closing. I slapped his face. “Stay with me, Wilky. I need you to stay awake.”

      His eyes opened, but he might as well have been staring right through me. This can’t be happening.

      The sound of a door opening grabbed my attention. I looked up in enough time to see the tall man exit Becker’s vehicle and get into his. Within seconds, he had the SUV backing up. I could hear the gears in the car shifting. The wheels squealed as the car sped off. I couldn’t leave Wilkinson. Any hope in stopping our guy faded fast as I watched the vehicle's rear lights get smaller.

      A car screeched to a halt near us.

      “What the hell happened?” Solis shouted, exiting the vehicle.

      “Wilkinson is bleeding from the neck, badly. Someone attacked him after we separated.”

      “Becker,” I motioned with my head, “check on him.”

      Solis ran over to the car while Madero grabbed a medical kit from their trunk.

      I dug through the kit with one hand while I gave orders to Madero. “The bridge. There’s only one way off the island. Our guy is in a silver Mercedes SUV.”

      Madero jumped back into the unmarked car and sped off in the opposite direction, hoping to reach the bridge before the Mercedes did.

      I put a big piece of gauze over Wilky’s wound. It seemed to help. It’s what I wanted to believe. I looked at his eyes; he no longer had the deer stuck in the headlights look. It took all I could to hide my emotions. “Hang in there, Wilky; help is on the way.”

      “Shit!” Solis shouted.

      That’s not what I wanted to hear. I looked back over my shoulder.

      “Becker’s dead!”

      I couldn’t believe it. It all had happened so quickly. Had I lost complete control of everything?
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      Earlier, when Preston had entered the Explorer, Archie Becker already had a playful smile on his face. “I’ve missed you,” he said. “You don’t return my calls.”

      Preston leaned in, and they kissed for a while before he pulled away. “I’m sorry. I’ve been busy. It’s exam time, you know.”

      “Always the teacher.”

      “A mind is a terrible thing to waste. Isn’t that the phrase?”

      “What about a hard-on?” Becker batted his eyelashes as he reached over and grabbed Preston by his crotch. “Looks like the teacher is hot for the student.” He stroked the professor through his trousers while they kissed noisily.

      “That’s nice,” Preston mumbled. He then unzipped his pants and freed himself for Becker, who stroked him for a bit longer before lowering his head. The professor closed his eyes and leaned back, imagining it was his beautiful wife Katherine in his lap. Preston wasn’t into guys, but he was into killing them. Whatever it took. That’s what he did. Plus, Becker gave surprisingly decent head.
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        * * *

      

      Katherine had known the police were watching Becker’s home—a minor inconvenience and nothing to be concerned about. They would have to lock him up if they wanted to keep him safe. And even then, she vowed she would find a way to get to him. Nothing would deter her from the plan—not even a couple of federal agents. She still had the upper hand.

      It didn’t take much for her to persuade her husband to spend time with Becker. He had an insatiable appetite he needed to fill. Because of that, he would be capable of letting another man perform oral sex on him. A mouth was a mouth, she told him.

      Preston had earlier meetings with Becker, all of them trial runs. The engineer was a nervous nelly, and Katherine felt the need to practice to get it right. She always followed her husband in a separate car and parked on the other side of the park. She would then watch Preston from the bushes. The trial runs had rid her plan of any kinks, and the time had come for Becker to learn what it would be like to watch the life spray out of him.

      When the agents appeared, it didn’t surprise Katherine. She had prepared for their meddling ways. When Katherine saw the small one breakaway, she didn’t think things could get any better. Never leave your partner. Isn’t that FBI 101? She sent Preston a text, “They’re here. Do it now.” 

      Too bad the tall one remained behind, she thought as she made her way toward him. I so wanted the little one.
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      Wilkinson hung on until help arrived, but he didn’t do well on the hospital ride. I was with him inside the ambulance when he died. He had lost so much blood; the EMT couldn’t do much. I asked if I could be alone with him, and the medic moved up to the front seat with the driver.

      Only then did I allow myself to cry. I didn’t think I could wait until I got back to my hotel. I did my best to keep quiet as I choked back most of my tears. I brushed a few strands of hair away from his eyes. You always watched out for me. Where was I when you needed someone watching over you? The EMT had bandaged his throat and covered him up to his neck in sheets. All I had to look at was his face. That’s all I wanted anyway. 

      Oh, Wilky. I wanted to think it was a terrible dream, that I would wake up the next morning and have another day with him, with the two of us fighting over directions. I wanted to see him fidget with his Oakland A’s ball cap and flash his warm smile. I hadn’t had enough of playing cat and mouse with our feelings for each other, as though we had all the time in the world.

      All those “wish” thoughts started to flood my head—things I wished I had said or done with him. Why is it we never take full advantage of the time we have with those around us? I remembered having these exact same feelings with my late husband, Peng. I'd wish I'd given more of myself to him.

      Wilky and I had grown closer than ever during this case. That night in the car turned the corner for us. I wondered if we'd gone further down the road sooner, would the pain have been more? 

      I knew I had to pull myself together and disregard the emptiness in my stomach. I wiped my nose on my sleeve and dried my eyes. They felt puffy—not the look a lead investigator wants to show.

      I stuck around the hospital for a bit, but there really wasn’t much I could do there. I got into a cab and headed back to Belle Isle, where I knew I could be useful. 

      Solis and Madero were still at the scene, along with an army of uniforms searching the park and interviewing people. The late-night partiers had abandoned their cars and were pressed up against the police tape, watching people they usually saw on a detective show.

      I didn’t have to say anything about Wilkinson’s death; word had already spread.

      “I’m sorry,” Solis said. “I hate to see any member of law enforcement fall.”

      “He was a good guy,” Madero added.

      I appreciated their words, even Madero’s. But as hard as it was, I had to put Wilkinson’s death behind me—not because I didn’t care, but because I needed to focus. 

      I remembered spending a year searching for the degenerates who took Peng’s life. I worked late nights, gave up weekends and holidays, but I never found out who did it. That became my first and only unsolved case. I swore on the ride back from the hospital that I would catch Wilkinson’s killer.

      I updated Solis and Madero on everything that had happened, from the moment Wilkinson and I left our car to when they arrived, and my partner was down.

      “There are two killers,” Solis said.

      “There has to be,” I said. “Both Wilkinson and Archie Becker received similar wounds to their necks at roughly the same time.”

      “You sure Becker was alive before Wilkinson showed up?” Solis asked. 

      “Positive. I saw his face before his head started to bob up and down in the other guy’s lap.” 

      Solis pointed to the tree line. “That’s when Wilkinson came stumbling out from the shadows.” 

      “Correct. In the amount of time it took me to make my way over to Wilkinson, Becker had to have been killed by the blond guy that sped off. You need a team to pull that off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      My supervisor, Special Agent in Charge Scott Reilly, urged me to stay in Detroit instead of coming back for Wilkinson’s funeral.

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “It’s only for two days. I’ll be back in Detroit before you know it.”

      Reilly was in a sticky spot. On the one hand, he could have ordered me to stay in Detroit. On the other hand, Wilkinson was my partner. Plus, I wanted to see my family. I missed them.

      I hopped on an 8:50 a.m. Delta flight that put me in San Francisco around eleven that same morning. I was eager to see everyone. I couldn’t have stopped my bouncing knee, even if I’d wanted.

      It was Saturday, so I had the weekend with the kids. I called Po Po as soon as I landed to let her know I would be home shortly. Traffic into the city was light. Before I knew it, the taxi had made a right onto Pfeiffer Street.

      “Mommmmy!” Lucy squealed as I walked into the house. She ran toward me and nearly knocked me over as I kneeled and wrapped my arms around her. Ryan joined us. I grabbed him and hugged and kissed them both. I didn’t want to let go. It felt so right. “It’s so good to be home.”

      “Are you finished with work?” Ryan asked.

      “I’m sorry, not yet. But let’s not think about that. How about we go to the Academy of Sciences today?”

      Both kids cheered. They had been bugging me to go to the museum, Ryan, especially for a while now. He wanted to see Claude, the albino alligator.

      “Go get ready.”

      I stood up and hugged Po Po.

      “We all miss you,” she said. “So sorry about your friend. Does he have a family?”

      “His parents and one sister. No family of his own, though.”

      Po Po shook her head. Thankfully, she turned away and headed into the kitchen. I didn’t want to spend time talking about it. I tried to focus on the family.

      We spent the entire day at the Golden Gate Park, where the museum was located. Ryan and Lucy loved the hands-on exhibits. After we were done with the museum, we picked a quiet spot in the park where we relaxed and ate sandwiches.

      From the shade of a tree, Po Po and I watched Ryan and Lucy play tag with a bunch of other children. I stretched out on the blanket, enjoying the crisp weather. The sun shined above while a slight breeze kept us cool—such a departure from the muggy heat I had to deal with in Detroit. I would pack jeans, light blouses, and tennis shoes for the remainder of my time in Detroit. Screw the suits.

      “When you coming home for good?” Po Po asked.

      “That’s a hard question to answer.”

      “Why?”

      I didn’t want to get into the case's details, nor did I want to explain why catching a criminal took so long. I really had no interest in bringing home my work, especially that day.

      “It’s complicated.” Boy, was it ever. Up until now, Wilkinson and I had avoided mentioning our suspicions of a cover-up to Reilly. Questions being asked at his level, especially since we had no hard evidence to prove our suspicions, would just make matters worse. As far as he knew, we were progressing on the case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Wilkinson was put to rest in his hometown of Berkeley, across the bay from where I lived. Reilly insisted on driving me, though I had a feeling he really wanted a little Q&A time regarding the report I’d written for Wilkinson’s death.

      We exchanged five minutes of pleasantries, more than I had anticipated. After that, he got to the point.

      “I want you to go over it again,” Reilly said.

      “Everything I have to say was in the report I gave you.”

      “I want to hear it. We lost a good agent, and the bureau isn’t exactly thrilled about it.”

      You think I’m planning a party? We were all affected by Wilkinson’s death. We lost a great agent and a great friend. I took a deep breath and once again walked Reilly through that night.

      “So you snuck up to the vehicle for a closer look?”

      “That’s correct,” I said.

      “Why didn’t Wilkinson advance with you?”

      “My height. For cover, I used a tiny bush out in the open, not far from the car. I could scrunch down and look like part of it. Wilkinson couldn’t. But he had eyes on me the entire time.”

      Reilly shot me a look of disbelief.

      “I’m not kidding. I’m short. He’s not.”

      “So he could see you, but you couldn’t see him?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Now that we know there are two killers, the case is much more dangerous. I can’t have you working alone. I’ll send out another agent.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I said, motioning with my hand. “I have it under control.”

      “Agent Kane, I can’t risk anything happening to you. I’m sending out another agent.”

      “Another agent will only get in the way. There’s too much catching up to do. I have two detectives dedicated to these cases at my disposal.” Sure they aren’t that bright, but still, they’ve been there from the start and know what’s going on.

      “That doesn’t help your argument,” Reilly said with a shake of his head.

      “Give me two weeks on my own. If I haven’t put it to bed by then, you can send an army of agents my way.”

      Reilly didn’t say anything, only stared straight ahead at the road. After a few moments of silence, he turned to me. “Two weeks, not a day more.”

      “Deal!”

      “And I want updates twice a week.”

      Not a problem. I wanted to nail these sickos. Dead or alive, it didn’t matter.
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      The Carters decided to spend family day at the zoo. Lorenzo and Jackson led the way straight to the butterfly garden. It was their favorite exhibit and a family tradition to start there. Hundreds of free-flying, colorful wonders flapped around the two boys the second they entered the habitat. The boys’ smiles hung open as they twirled, unsure of which of the butterflies to follow.

      “Lorenzo, keep an eye on your brother,” Katherine called out. She and Preston took a seat on a bench inside the enclosed exhibit, where it was always a balmy seventy-five degrees. It bothered Katherine, mostly because of what it did to her hair.

      Preston picked at his fingernails. “I’m worried,” he said.

      Katherine knew her husband saw the glass as half empty; she needed to inject some positivity into the situation. She turned to him and fixed his collar, then dusted off his sports coat. “We’re almost finished. Soon we’ll go back in hiding and back to our randoms.” That’s what she liked to call them.

      Preston put on a smile, but Katherine could see the strain in his jaw. She gave his thigh a playful pat and then rubbed it up and down.

      He turned to her. “We almost got caught. What makes you think they don’t know who we are by now?”

      “They’re too focused on Archie Becker. They don’t have a clue who we are, even after that night.”

      Preston looked into the calm eyes of his wife. “I’d like to keep it that way, but… you killed an FBI agent. Won’t that bring more attention?”

      “You must trust me, darling. I have no intention of messing up what we have.” She flashed her husband her trademark smile and gave his thigh one last squeeze.

      Katherine’s eyes followed the rollercoaster path of a large blue and yellow butterfly in front of her. “I’ll tell you what; we’ll watch the agent for a few days and see what she knows, and then we’ll consider how we make our next move.”

      “That sounds much better,” Preston said as he stood. “Come on. Let’s find the boys. It’s feeding time for the lions.”

      The same butterfly now circled in front of him. Its wingspan was nearly five inches from tip to tip. They both watched it land near the edge of the pathway. Preston stopped to admire the beautiful creature before stepping down on it and twisting back and forth with his shoe. When he lifted his loafer, all that was left on the pathway was a bluish stain. Katherine simply smiled. The boys weren’t the only ones who loved the butterfly exhibit.
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      The Detroit heat was a sticky reminder that I was back on the case. I was the driver, so I said no to renting a yellow MINI and got myself a pair of balls—a three-hundred horsepower Chevy Impala.

      I had two weeks to take these killers down, and I wasn’t about to waste any time. Sending extra manpower could trigger the worst; the killers could get spooked and head back underground. They did it once; they could do it again. I needed them to think they were safe, that they could keep killing without any repercussions.

      I would have to count on Solis and Madero for more help—even White, though I still didn’t trust the old guy. They may not be the most effective allies, but I had to make it work. Those were the cards I’d accepted. I had to play them.

      That night at Belle Isle, Madero fell short on cutting off the SUV, but I had gotten a partial on the license plate—a long shot, but I hoped something would pop up. We also had a description of one of our killers. He was male, had blond hair, stood roughly six feet tall, and looked in shape. It sounded like any generic male, but a lead was a lead.

      Still, the kink in our investigation was discovering there were two of them. No one suspected a killing team. Nothing in the previous murder investigations indicated there were two people involved. If they were a team now, were they a team seven years ago? I wished I knew the answer to that question.

      I had my personal take on what went down at Belle Isle. While we were busy watching the car, one of them watched us. I only had one question regarding that scenario: how did the other killer get the jump on Wilkinson?

      I finally arrived at my hotel at four in the afternoon. I had plans to unload my luggage and then head over to the central precinct, but Solis called.

      “Agent Kane, we found her.”

      “Who?”

      “The fifth RR.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine Carter sat quietly in her Rover in the parking lot of Daimler Chrysler. She kept tabs on Ellen Scott for a few weeks now and was busy making final preparations to set Preston loose on her as early as that night. Those plans went out the window when she saw the executive being escorted out of the building by the two detectives. She watched Ellen, and one of them get into her car. They then followed another vehicle out of the parking structure. Katherine reached for her cell and hit speaker.

      “Preston, dear, there’s a change of plans.”

      “What? Why? I was so looking forward to it. Must we?”

      “We must. It’s unfortunate, but the two detectives showed up at Ellen’s work, and they have just left with her. Now, I don’t want you to worry, but do you remember our emergency plans?”

      “Why are you asking me? Do they know it’s us?”

      “No, dear, but we must be prepared. I’m assuming they’re going to question her. Remember our plans, and everything will work itself out. I’ll call you later.”

      Katherine followed Ellen and the detectives. At first, she thought they would whisk the executive away into protective custody. Still, when they pulled into a Coney Island, she realized there was no urgency. Once again, Katherine was in the mindset that Ellen’s time on Earth would be coming to an end. 

      She waited patiently outside the Coney Island restaurant while she visualized scenarios of what could go wrong. None of it bothered her, of course. She had a plan in place should the police question Ellen at her office and discover something. She also had a plan in place should the police put Ellen into protective custody. Heck, she even had a plan if they decided to question her at a random location, like the one they were at. 

      Katherine smiled and mentally patted herself on the back. Such stupid people. 

      Her evil smile turned when the petite agent showed up. From the moment Kane had appeared on Katherine’s doorstep, wanting to question her, she disliked the woman. She couldn’t stand the way she looked: tiny, bouncy, and pretending to be tough. Ugh. It annoyed Katherine. It didn’t help that she couldn’t stand the way the agent walked, talked, laughed, and flipped her hair back; she obviously had a crush on her partner. That’s come to an end, hasn’t it? Ha!

      She watched Kane cross the parking lot and enter the restaurant. I have a plan for you. I just thought of it. It’s very simple. Kill you last.
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      I walked by the row of red vinyl booths until I reached the one Solis and Madero had squeezed into. A female executive dressed in an ash-gray skirt suit sat across from them. She had her red hair pulled back off of her pale face, giving me a clear look at her narrowing eyes and pursed lips. Not the reaction I was expecting. I pulled up a chair and sat in front of the booth.

      “Solis. Madero.” I nodded. 

      Solis made the introduction. “This is Agent Kane. She’s with the FBI and is here to help.”

      I stuck my hand out. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms…”

      She uncrossed her arms. “Ellen Scott, but you may call me Ellen.”

      Solis started briefing me. “Ms. Scott identified herself as an RR during our interview two hours ago. She’s the director of Marketing⁠—” 

      “Public relations,” she quickly corrected. “I head up public relations for the company.”

      “She’s also aware that a killer has been targeting auto executives,” Solis continued. “Considering what happened to Becker, we thought it was important to get Ms. Scott into a secure location. We’re awaiting word on where it will be.” 

      “Agent Kane,” Ellen said, “is it true that I’m next?”

      “We have reason to believe you are in danger. But you must know, the FBI, along with the Detroit Police Department, will do everything in our power to keep you safe. We’re not going to let any harm come to you.”

      “Really? I think about the others and how you failed to keep them safe and, well…”

      What’s with the attitude? We’re here to help. “Ellen, I know this is a difficult time for you, but I need to ask you a few questions.”

      “Fine.” Ellen went back to crossing her arms across her chest.

      “Tell me what you know about the Redline Rogues.”

      Ellen spoke frankly. “Dennis Walters was the leader, a very dynamic individual at the time. He was on the fast track to the top, and we were all enamored with him. He was the model of how to get ahead. So naturally, other like-minded individuals and I were attracted to him—probably the reason why the group worked so well.”

      “Dennis started the group and then recruited people?”

      “That I’m not clear on,” Ellen said as she fidgeted with her nails. “I was the youngest and the last to join. The group had been established for almost a year before they recruited me.”

      “Why did they stop recruiting after you?”

      “Dennis wanted the group kept small, so we could stay under the radar and push our agenda. Plus, we were the best.”

      I’m sure you thought you were. “Tell us about this agenda.”

      “Get ahead by any means possible. That was the goal.”

      “Looks like you cracked the big time,” Solis said.

      Ellen didn’t bother looking at either detective, preferring only to address me. “We all got what we wanted.”

      I turned to Solis. “What about the other RRs?” Before he could answer, Ellen started to speak.

      “Detective Solis asked me about that earlier, but as I told him, there were only five of us, not six.”

      Hmm. Hardin had been correct with his other information. Why did he get this wrong?

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, you were the last to join the group. Maybe there were others you didn’t know about or even a silent member.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Ellen said, her nose angled slightly up. “We divided the work evenly amongst us all. Plus, we each brought a skill set to the table.”

      “I understand that, but do you think it could be possible?” 

      Ellen thought for a moment. “I guess, but I don’t understand why that person would be hidden from us.”

      “Or you,” I added. “Tell me about the group’s involvement with the plant closings in Flint.”

      “There’s not much to tell. At the time, the company rewarded employees that came up with cost-saving initiatives. Dennis wanted to take advantage of it. We spent our weekends brainstorming at his place, sometimes ten to twelve hours a day.”

      “That’s where the idea to shut down plants was born?”

      Ellen looked at everyone at the table before speaking. “Yes. Closing plants would save GM millions. It would allow us to move the money saved into projects benefitting us.”

      “Are you for real?” Solis said. “Did you guys ever think about the people who would lose their jobs, not to mention the public relations nightmare for the company?”

      “We did, and we didn’t. Anyway, we felt if we could get the right support internally, we could pull it off.”

      “If a plant was underperforming, wouldn’t it be a no-brainer to close it?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So what made this a brilliant, cost-saving idea if it was common practice to close a plant that didn’t do well?”

      Ellen hesitated for a moment and then looked me in the eye. “None of the plants we closed were underperforming. We falsified the information.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      They lied!

      I thought I had heard wrong, but Ellen continued to reaffirm what she said. “So GM closed plants that were doing just fine?” 

      “Yes.”

      “What were you guys thinking? Thousands of individuals had their livelihoods ruined because of this decision.”

      “You don’t understand. We were young, hungry… look, we had pressures to succeed.”

      I looked around the table at the others with my jaw unhinged. I couldn’t believe what she was saying. Pressure? Success? “You’re going to have to come up with a better answer than that.”

      Ellen jerked back. “Those plants were borderline. They could have made a turn for the worse at any moment. I don’t think we were wrong in making this recommendation⁠—” 

      “Just advantageous.”

      Ellen turned away, shaking her head.

      “Wouldn’t the company see that the plants didn’t need to be closed?” Solis asked.

      “Dennis was a master at numbers. He could bend them to support anything. Everyone had a role to play.”

      “And what about you?” I inquired. “Were you tasked with keeping people silent? Did you keep Eddie Bass silent?”

      Ellen shot me a darting gaze.

      “Surprise. Yeah, we know about Eddie Bass,” I said.

      “Eddie Bass was a liability,” Ellen shot back. “His big mouth always got him in trouble. How did you know about us?”

      Us? This is new. Keep her going, Abby. “His sister mentioned it. She said Eddie talked about you guys.”

      “Is he the one behind this, the killings?”

      “Eddie’s dead, Ellen.”

      Her posture deflated a bit. “Oh, I hadn’t heard.”

      “I doubt you heard much about what happened to all those workers,” Madero added.

      For once, I agreed with Madero. The three of us were disgusted with Ellen Scott. What she, the RRs, did for their selfish gains made me sick. And now we were charged with keeping that woman alive. The fact that we didn’t like her made it even more challenging. 

      “How did you keep Eddie from mouthing off more than he already had?”

      Ellen swallowed as she shifted in her seat. For the first time, she looked uncomfortable. “Sex and money,” she said bluntly.

      I gave Solis and Madero a look.

      “What?” Ellen asked indignantly. “It kept him quiet.”

      I didn’t expect to hear that. He was The Motor. “That’s it? Sexual favors and money?”

      “More or less.”

      “How much money are we talking here?”

      “Couple thousand. Eddie was a simple man.”

      “Had the plant already closed when these favors were given?”

      Ellen sat there, refusing to say anything else. I tried nicely to get her to talk, but she held her ground. And then she rolled her eyes.

      “You’re starting to piss me off,” I said. “You know what happens when you piss off a federal agent?”

      Ellen looked away and then examined her nails before looking back at me. “Are you guys here to protect me, or are you here to investigate what happened years ago?” She leaned back and folded her arms again.

      Temper, Abby. Temper. I took a breath and exhaled. “Look, we’re trying to help here.”

      “I’ve already said enough. Now, if you would excuse me.” Ellen motioned for me to move over to the side.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want your help. You did a terrible job at keeping Archie Becker safe. I have no reason to believe you can do any better for me. I’ll take my chances.”

      I pleaded with Ellen to reconsider, but she ignored me. We watched her storm out of the restaurant and drive away.
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      I didn’t care whether Ellen Scott died or not. She was no better than the killers. But the truth was, I needed her alive. So long as she was above ground with that sniveling look on her face, our killers would remain above ground.

      Hearing what the Redline Rogues did was despicable. I’m sure all Ellen cared about was covering her butt. She was the only one alive, and if the RRs were investigated, she would likely take the rap for it. What was better: dying at the hands of a vigilante killer or going to jail? I would have asked Ellen what she preferred, but her walking out on us gave me my answer. 

      I had a job to do. If Ellen wanted to make it easier by offering herself up as bitch bait, fine by me.

      “Now what?” Solis asked.

      “We can’t afford to let anything happen to Ellen. If the killers get to her, I’m afraid they’ll go underground again. I want a car at her house. I also want the two of you on her.”

      “Got it.” Madero then picked up the menu while Solis motioned for the waitress.

      “What are you two doing? When I say I want you guys on her, that means starting now.”

      “But we haven’t eaten yet.”

      “Look, there are two places Ellen is probably heading to right now: back to work or home. Wherever she ends up, you can call to have a pizza delivered to your location.”

      Madero rolled his eyes as he put the menu down. I didn’t care. He could stand to lose a few. I had two weeks. I couldn’t afford to have either one of them dragging their feet.

      “When she’s settled, let me know, and I’ll meet up with you guys,” I called out as the detectives walked away.

      In the meantime, I had plans to head back to Belle Isle. Someone watched us that night. I hoped a fresh look at the area would tell me who.
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      “Who does she think she is?” Madero whined. “I’m a grown man. She can’t tell me when I can and cannot eat. That’s bullshit.”

      Solis rolled down his window. “The sooner this case gets put to bed, the sooner she’ll be out of our business.”

      “Easy for you to say. She likes you. The bitch never speaks to me.”

      “Maybe it’s because you’re condescending to her.”

      “Fuck that. I’m condescending to everyone. Hey, our girl just made a left. Looks like she’s heading home.” Madero then made a hard right into a Taco Bell drive-thru.

      Solis grabbed hold of the armrest to steady himself. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting some of my people’s food.”

      “Taco Bell is your people’s food?”

      “Close enough. We’ll be in and out. Plus, you got the address.”

      Taco Bell had a reasonably good drive-thru time. Unfortunately, the lady in front appeared to be making her first trip to a fast food restaurant. The menu board proved to be overwhelming.

      After what seemed like a half hour, Madero leaned into the horn. “Come on, lady. It’s the same fucking ingredients, just rearranged differently. Shit, man.”

      “I always wondered about that. The only difference between a tostada and a taco is a tostada is flat. Why the two?”

      “It’s easier to eat a taco,” Madero said.

      “So why keep the tostada if it’s just a flat hard-to-eat taco?”

      “Hey, the Italians do the same thing. What’s the difference between a straight noodle and a curly noodle? They taste the same, but they pretend like they got different dishes.”

      “It’s the sauce that makes it different.”

      “Every sauce is made from tomatoes.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      Madero finally reached the menu and focused his attention there. He turned to Solis. “You know what you want?”

      “Yeah. One beef burrito supreme, two steak taco supremes, and a large Coke.”

      Madero turned back to the menu board. “Okay, give me two beef burrito supremes, one seven layer burrito, four steak taco supremes, one gordita, an order of nachos, some cinnamon twists, and a meximelt. Oh, and two large Cokes.”

      “Are you ordering enough food for all your people, too?”

      “I like the variety.” Madero shrugged.

      “Same four ingredients.”

      “Why are you hating? You’re Mexican just like me.”

      “Actually, I’m Spanish. Spaniards have different food.”

      “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      When Madero and Solis pulled into a Taco Bell, Katherine Carter got exactly what she counted on; the two detectives had treated their surveillance detail lightly. It was like they were on her side, helping her win. 

      She promised herself and Preston that they would go into hiding again as soon as they got rid of the RRs. They were so close. But with pressure from law enforcement increasing, she would have to speed things up to stay one step ahead.

      On the drive over to Ellen’s house, Katherine weighed her options. The obvious was to take out the tramp herself. With the detectives busy at Taco Bell, she had a small window of opportunity. What joy it would bring to watch her suffer, to make it clear to her how much she’d hurt my father by making her death a painful one. 

      Katherine’s other option was to transport Ellen back to her house so Preston could have his way with her—a bit more effort, but doable. She had the tools. Plus, her husband’s needs were real. Hers were simply spite. Decisions, decisions.

      Katherine parked one house down and got out of her Rover. She fondled the retractable baton in her hand on the walk to Ellen’s front door. She knew her husband would love it if she brought Ellen to him. Plus, of all the RRs, Ellen was the most deserving of Preston’s ways. She would tell him to give that woman extra attention and to draw it out for as long as he could.

      She knew all about Ellen’s trysts with her father and how she had easily toyed with his emotions. He would often babble about Ellen when he had too much to drink. Katherine didn’t understand much at the time until he started telling her aunt about it. That’s when she learned how Ellen had led him to believe she liked him, that she wanted a life together. All she told were filthy lies. Katherine’s father died from his drinking, but he also died with a broken heart. That woman tormented her father in his weakest moments, and for that, Katherine wanted to see her punished.

      Standing at the front door, Katherine glanced back at the neighborhood. There were no approaching cars or pedestrians nearby. She rang the doorbell and waited.
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      When I arrived at the Belle Isle crime scene, the first thing I noticed was the absence of police tape. It was a visual reminder I didn’t want to see. I parked a few stalls away from where I remembered Becker’s car had been and exited my vehicle. I took a deep breath and surveyed the area. Returning to the crime scene had made my skin prickly. 

      The walk to the parking spot felt incredibly long. It also didn’t help that the emptiness in my stomach felt heavy. I spent fifteen minutes circling the two stalls where their cars were parked, hoping something on the ground would jump out at me, but nothing had. Even though I had covered the area pretty well, I kept at it. 

      Stop stalling. 

      I wasn’t ready to face the area where Wilkinson fell. But I had to. It was on the other side of the lot near the grassy edge. I walked until I got to the exact same spot where I had stood that night. Like clockwork, images of Wilkinson lying at my feet flashed across my eyes. I did what I could to flush them from my head until I realized I needed to see them. I had a case to solve. No matter how hard it got, I had to pull it together. It didn't help when I noticed the bloodstains on the grass.

      When I finished, I let my brain serve up happier thoughts, like Wilkinson driving me around. I immediately let out a burst of laughter, sending a flock of geese grazing nearby off into the winds. I don’t know why I thought of that. It irritated him that he had to drive. But he was so cute when he pouted. If he saw me driving a three-hundred horsepower vehicle… Sheesh, the fight we would have had. Honestly, I looked forward to Wilkinson teaching me to drive. I was prepared to fake it.

      I removed tissue from my purse and wiped a tear from my eyes. I liked to think it was a happy cry.

      By the time I made it over to the area under the trees, I had regained most of my composure. Being emotional about the situation wouldn’t help. The best I could do for Wilkinson was to catch his killer. 

      I crouched in the spot where I’d left Wilkinson that night. A fair amount of dried leaves and twigs covered most of the ground. I placed my purse down, facing the direction where Becker’s car would have been, and then backed up about ten feet. 

      Each step I took made a crunching noise, even with the large lawnmower nearby. There were no trees behind him. No place to hide if someone wanted to. Whoever approached him had to have come up from behind. But if that were the case, he would have heard them, right? He had to have. What happened, Wilky?
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      Madero pointed to Ellen Scott’s car in her driveway. “See, she’s home. We’re all good.” He pulled his car to the curb opposite the house and parked. “Well, what are you waiting for? Pass me my food.”

      Madero and Solis dined al fresco in their department-issued car. For twenty minutes, the two men slurped and chomped on the mix and match of four ingredients. Madero came up for air first. “You think we’re close to catching the killer? Wait,” he held up a hand, “killers?”

      Solis shrugged as he always did. It was a tic. “We’re certainly making progress. This FBI chick—she knows her stuff.”

      “Makes you realize how much better we could be at our jobs,” Madero said before draining the last of his soda.

      “Speak for yourself,” Solis shot back.

      The detectives continued their discussion on Mexican and Spanish food, which prompted Solis to spend a half hour explaining to Madero how Spaniards were different from Mexicans. They went on to talk about the Detroit Lions and the temperature outside until Madero brought up Agent Kane again.

      “Would you fuck her?”

      “Kane? Hell, yeah. She’s hot. A little short, but I bet she’s a spinner,” he said, laughing. “What? You wouldn’t?”

      “Eh. She’s got a pretty face and all, but she’s too skinny for me. I like big butts. Plus, she’s bitchy.” Madero remained silent for a few moments. “I’d probably let her blow me.”

      “You’d let her? Like you got a choice. I can’t imagine you turning down anyone who wanted to touch your prick,” Solis said, waving off Madero.

      “Fuck you.”

      Another hour passed while Solis and Madero talked about the women they wanted to have sex with. That’s when Agent Kane called.

      “It’s her,” Solis said, looking at his cell. “Agent Kane, what can I do for you? Yeah, we’re parked right outside her house… She hasn’t left since we got here… No, we haven’t… We could… Okay, we’ll take a look.”

      “What did she want?”

      “She’s on her way here, but she wants us to check on Ms. Scott, see how she’s doing.”

      Madero shifted in his seat to exit the car, but Solis stopped him. “Stay here. I got this.”

      “Fine by me.”

      On his way to the door, Solis noticed the drapes on the front windows were drawn. The sun was beginning to set, and the inside of the house looked dark. He thought it strange that she didn't have the lights on. I wonder if she’s in the shower.

      He knocked on the front door and waited fifteen seconds before ringing the bell again, multiple times. He turned back to Madero and shrugged. Again, Solis rang the bell. “Ms. Scott, It’s Detective Solis,” he called out. “I want to check on you, make sure you’re doing okay.”

      Solis checked the knob on the front door; it was unlocked. He quickly motioned for Madero as he drew his service revolver. A few seconds later, Madero stood next to him.

      “She’s not responding,” Solis said. “Front door is unlocked.” Solis slowly pushed the door open while Madero radioed for backup just in case. They didn’t want a repeat of what had happened at Belle Isle.

      The two detectives entered the living room, guns drawn and pointed in front of them. Solis motioned for Madero to go left while he went right into the dining room. Everything was neat, not a placemat astray. Solis continued through another doorway and into the kitchen. He placed his hand above the burners of the stove. Maybe she hasn’t eaten yet. There were no dishes in the sink or half-filled glasses on the counters. He thought it odd that she hadn’t snacked on something upon returning home. He exited through another doorway and into a hallway. At the other end, Madero appeared.

      “Clear,” Madero whispered.

      Solis nodded and then pointed up the steps. The barrel of his Smith & Wesson M&P 40 led the way. On the second level, Madero checked the bedroom to the right while Solis watched the hallway. 

      “Clear,” Madero whispered again.

      The two made their way down the hall, passing two more rooms and a bathroom. All of the doors were open. One door remained at the end of the hallway—the master bedroom.

      Backup had yet to arrive, but Solis didn’t see any point in waiting. He leaned in and placed his ear against the door, listening for a moment. He heard nothing. Solis held up three fingers and waited for Madero to nod before mouthing a count to three. He grabbed the doorknob and, on three, pushed the door open. They burst into the room with guns out in front. Solis couldn’t believe what he saw. 

      “Shit! It’s empty.”

      Madero walked over to the bathroom. “Where do you think she went?”

      “Hell if I know. It doesn’t even look like she was here. Nothing in the house looks out of place.” Solis holstered his gun and walked over to her dresser. “When people come home from work, they eat or drink something. They head into their bedroom, remove clothing or jewelry… I didn’t see any of that.”

      “Yeah, it’s like she parked her car and left. I wonder if there’s a basement.” A beat later, the two detectives were making their way back down the stairs and looking for the entrance.

      “Found it,” Solis called out. Madero made his way over to Solis’ voice and saw him standing in front of an open door, looking at steps.

      Solis flipped the light switch at the top of the stairs and headed down. “Basement looks finished.” Madero followed him. When Solis reached the bottom, he turned to the right and stopped.

      “What?” Madero asked. “She got bad taste?” When he reached the bottom, he, too, stopped dead in his tracks.
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      Blood was everywhere. 

      The walls. The carpet. The pool table. Nothing was spared. The thick and sticky had pooled, splattered, and dripped. 

      Ellen Scott lay naked, face up on the pool table, her pale skin smeared with blood. Her scalp, completely removed, hung on the light fixture above the table. Each arm and leg pointed to a corner pocket. Solis let out a big breath as he ran his hand through his hair. 

      For the first time in a long time, Madero shot a look of concern to his partner. “What are we going to tell her?” 

      A moment later, they heard the doorbell ring.
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        * * *

      

      I stood there, defeated. It felt as if someone had ripped out my insides. The loss of Ellen Scott was unthinkable, and yet it had happened. Blood covered the entire basement. Rage was the motivator. I walked around the table, letting my eyes detail the scene. The body reminded me of a case I had seen back in Hong Kong. The victim had been severely tortured and then killed by Ling Chi, death by one thousand cuts. 

      Ellen’s face had been scored like a piece of meat. At a closer inspection, I noticed the necessary incisions to the carotid and the femoral artery. Why the disfigurement, though? This wasn’t the killer’s M.O. I turned to Solis and Madero after I finished. “Which one of you wants to explain first?”

      It took Solis fifteen minutes to walk me through what they did from the moment they left me to follow Ellen.

      “So let me see if I understand this correctly. After I told you to stick with Ms. Scott, you two proceeded to pull into a Taco Bell drive-thru⁠—”

      Madero started. “Look, it wasn’t⁠—”

      “Wasn’t what? I told you to stick with her, and you didn’t. Then, when you arrive here, you don’t bother to do a house search? For all we know, the killer could have been waiting for her to get home.” 

      I threw my arms up in the air, disgusted at the sheer level of incompetence these two men displayed. We had been making progress. I stopped my muttering and pacing and faced them. “Ellen could have already been dead by the time you two parked your fat asses outside. Think about that.”

      “We were ten, maybe fifteen minutes behind her,” Solis offered.

      “Look around. This guy is good at what he does. I don’t think he needs much time.” I walked around the basement and then pointed to some stained carpeting. “The blood coagulated and is starting to thicken. It’s very sticky over here on the table. It looks like she was killed soon after she got home. If you were with her and checked the house before letting her in, this might have been prevented.”

      I can’t believe I trusted those guys. I can’t believe I thought I could. I should have escorted Ellen Scott back home, checked the house, and then gone down to Belle Isle. Woulda, shoulda, coulda. 

      The fact of the matter was, I still needed these guys. I couldn’t do it alone, and I didn’t want Reilly sending out an army of field agents. It was my case. “Look, guys. We need to regroup and pull together. We had a setback. What’s done is done.”

      The three of us worked alongside CSI the entire night. We were bound to find something if we looked hard enough. That, I wanted to believe.
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      The next day Lieutenant White wanted to talk about the case. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to talk to him. To top it off, he asked me to meet him at the Woodward Dream Cruise instead of at his office. Great.

      I looked it up on the Internet and discovered that it was a parade of classic cars that drove up and down Woodward Avenue at three miles per hour. Apparently, it was a weeklong event, and people lined up on the sidewalk to watch. White said to meet him at Roy’s Custom Detailing at the corner of Vester and Woodward. 

      When I reached the location, I spotted White right away. He had on a brightly colored aloha shirt and white shorts. This happens when people who are used to wearing uniforms find they have to wear something else. 

      The organization he was with, some car aficionado club had a pretty nice setup for guests to watch the cars cruise by. Lots of shady space and chairs, something I appreciated since it was another blistering day.

      “Agent Kane, thanks for meeting me here.” White stuck his hand out and smiled.

      I shook his hand and smiled back. “I can see why you wanted to meet here. The cars look great,” I said, looking around, feigning interest.

      “Something to drink? Beer? Soda? Bottled water?”

      “Water would be nice.”

      White dug into the cooler filled with a slushy mixture of cans and bottles. A moment later, he pulled a bottle of water out. “Here you go. Ice cold.” White motioned to a chair on the sidewalk. “Have a seat, Agent.”

      I sat and took a few sips of water, careful not to give myself a brain freeze.

      “I heard about the latest victim.” White was direct, probably because he wanted to get back to looking at old cars and scaring small children with his outfit. He held up his hand and counted down with his fingers. “The Walters, Rick Tanner, Archie Becker, that reporter, and now Ellen Scott. Throw in your partner, and that’s a total of seven on your watch.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I thought maybe the sound of the engines revving in my right ear had distorted what he said, but when I inquired again, it sounded the same. He blamed me for those deaths. I nearly exploded at him but kept my tongue buried. “With all due respect, Lieutenant, I’m not responsible for those deaths. I’m investigating this case and working to catch the killer as fast as I can.”

      “The newspapers are having a field day with this.”

      “Lieutenant White, is this why you called me down here to tell me how many people have died? Because it’s a waste of my time; I already knew the answer.”

      “We’re getting a lot of pressure from the top, not to mention calls from the big three. They’re losing their executive talent.”

      I had no interest in getting into a point-the-finger battle with White. He’s doing what he’s doing: being a distraction.

      “Look, Lieutenant, I appreciate your concerns. I’ve noted them. Now, if that’s all you had to discuss—thank you for the cold drink, and I’ll update you when I have something.”

      Before I could stand, a smiling man approached us. He had a cocky smirk that he wanted to pass off as a smile.

      “You must be Agent Kane.”

      He knows my name? Should I know his? I don’t recall seeing him in the briefing or ever meeting him. “Yes, I am.” I extended my hand. It looked as if he were going to kiss it for a quick second but had second thoughts. Thank God for second thoughts. “Have we met before?”

      Lieutenant White spoke then. “Agent Kane, this is Stevie Roscoe. He’s the chief of staff for the mayor of Detroit.”

      Mayor? How does he know me, and why is he talking to me? “Mr. Roscoe, I wasn’t aware we would be meeting. I’m sorry if I look surprised.”

      “Please, call me Stevie,” he said through his smile. “You’re probably wondering how I know about you. It’s my job. You’re the hotshot agent sent out here to rid us of our problem.”

      “You mean the two psychos running around slashing throats?”

      “Two?”

      I smiled and looked over at White and then back at Stevie. “Didn’t you know? We discovered there are two of them. They work in a team, and that’s why they’ve eluded capture for so long.” I dragged out the word “long” to see how he would react. Did he know about the cover-up?

      “I did not know that.” 

      I barely knew the guy, but I already didn’t like him. His demeanor didn’t sit right in my gut. Icky seemed to describe it best.

      “Well, I assume you’re getting close to capturing this duo, with your highly praised background and all.”

      What was with these people? They all seemed to be preoccupied with pointing out my background with a sense of ill regard. Never before had I met a bunch of city officials who needed so much help but made the help feel so unwanted.

      “Like I told Lieutenant White, we’re making progress. I have to get back to work.” I stood up and smiled at the two men before turning and leaving.
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      In my opinion, wearing sweats was the best way to get work done. I headed straight back to my hotel. There, I had air conditioning, as much green tea as I could possibly want, and silence. Oh, and chocolate. 

      The humidity had taken its toll on me. I was halfway through the lobby, mentally undressing when my phone alerted me to a text. It was Lucy.

      “hi mommy,” the text read.

      “Hi, Lucy. Mommy loves you.”

      I waited for a response during the ride up to the fourteenth floor, but none came. Hmm, weird. As soon as I entered my room, I peeled off my slightly damp shirt and jeans, unhooked my bra, and settled into a fresh T-shirt, avoiding my sweatpants for now. I checked my phone once again. Still no text from Lucy. It must have been a text-by.

      A moment later, my phone rang, and I picked it up, thinking Lucy decided to call.

      “Agent Kane, this is Agent Ton. We spoke a few weeks ago.”

      “Yes, of course. What can I do for you?”

      “Did you still need information on those surviving hostages from the bank robbery?”

      “Anything would be of help.” I sat down at the room desk and grabbed a pen. “Go ahead.”

      “One of the hostages is a professor at Oakland University.”

      I wrote it down. “Where is that?”

      “Auburn Hills. Do you know the area?”

      “I’ve been there once. What’s his name?”

      “All I have is a first name. It’s Preston.”

      Preston. Not a familiar name, I thought. “What about the other hostage?”

      “Nothing yet, but if something comes up, I’ll get ahold of you.”

      “Can I reach you at the number you’re calling on?”

      “I prefer you didn’t. Like I said, if I get my hands on any new information, I’ll get ahold of you.” He then hung up.

      I looked at the name I’d written on the notepad. All right, Preston. What can you tell me?
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      Located near the center of the Oakland University campus was the unmistakable mirrored building named O’Dowd Hall. Preston Carter had spent a large part of his life in the building, teaching students the ins and outs of biology. His students liked him for his open-door policy and his hands-on approach to teaching. They said he didn’t teach them—he showed them.

      In the classroom on the second floor, thirty students had their heads lowered as they crafted the perfect essay answers. Some mumbled while others took moments to ponder in between sentences. The class was human biology, Preston’s favorite to teach. It was also his last class for the day, so he had already mentally checked out.

      He sat quietly in a corner, tapping away on his laptop, occasionally glancing up at the class to make sure eyes didn’t stray from their own papers. Preston couldn’t stand cheating, mostly because he didn’t understand why someone would cheat in his class. It was such an exciting subject. How could one not want to know that stuff? The students seemed focused—thirty pens were scratching across paper—he went back to his hobby.

      Preston had a map pulled up on this laptop and was scrolling across the Corktown neighborhood. It was the perfect way to reminisce. He absolutely loved retracing his steps and re-familiarizing himself with the areas. And with street view, he could literally reenact a kill. How special.

      The rattle of plastic rang out from the cheap timer sitting on a counter next to him. “Pens down, everyone,” he said, looking up briefly. “If you haven’t answered the questions by now, you don’t know the answer.”

      One by one, the students stood, gathered their belongings, and made their way to the front of the room, where they placed their exams on the desk.

      “Please go over Chapters 42 and 43,” Preston called out. “We will be discussing them in our next class. Also, bring your lab tools with you.” He didn’t bother to look up from his laptop that time. Not until he heard someone use his first name—a big no-no for students.
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      I had to wait until Monday to track down the professor, but it didn’t take long to pin down the name Agent Ton fed me once I got to the university. Preston Carter was a professor and taught biology. Rather than interrupt his class, I waited in the hallway. The students looked as if they were taking an exam.

      In the meantime, I got to talk with Lucy via text. I answered ten “why” questions in a row. My favorite was why she shouldn’t fart in class to draw attention to herself. Now that’s a call every parent looks forward to receiving from their child’s school. Even though I enjoyed texting with Lucy, I hated being away. Last night, Lucy had cried throughout our entire phone conversation. It tore at my heart and pissed me off at the same time. I looked at my phone for another ‘why’ question, but none came. We were done talking.

      A chime in hallway sounded, and students poured out of the classrooms. I entered Professor Carter’s classroom after the last person walked out. It looked like your typical school lab—long rows of black countertop tables with mixing faucets and gas cock valves. There were fish tanks filled with sea anemones and glass cupboards packed with jars housing dead mammals. 

      For a second I thought the professor might have slipped out with the students, but then I spotted a man in the corner sitting in a student’s chair. It looked two sizes too small. He seemed to be really occupied with his laptop because he didn’t hear me clear my throat.

      “Preston… Preston Carter?”

      The blond man looked up from his laptop. His forehead wrinkled as his eyes sharpened their look on me. “Yes, that’s me. Do I know you?”

      I pulled out my badge as I walked over to him. “I’m Agent Kane, FBI. I’d like to ask you a few questions. Do you have a moment?”

      “What is this about? Did one of my students get into trouble?”

      “No, it’s about you. If my information is correct, you were one of the two surviving hostages in the Comerica Bank hold-up seven years ago.”

      He let out a noisy breath before slamming his laptop closed. “Look, I spent hours answering questions for the authorities back then. All I want to do is forget and move on, and I can’t do that if you guys keep coming back to ask the same questions over and over,” he said in a raised voice. I watched the color on his face grow warm, and his lips press tighter together.

      “Has someone else come by recently to question you?”

      The professor was agitated. He ran his hand through his hair continually. “I know they were watching me back then. They didn’t believe what I said, so they followed me everywhere. Guess what? Nothing. I was telling the truth.”

      Had I known he would get upset over a few questions, I would have brought a shiny red apple. “I know this is difficult, but it would be beneficial for me⁠—”

      “Beneficial! They solved the case. The man is behind bars. What exactly are you doing?”

      I’m investigating a crime, a-hole. I gritted my teeth. “First off, I’m asking the questions. Your only job is to answer it. It’s like a test. You know what a test is, right?”

      His head jerked back. The professor wasn’t expecting that answer.

      “We believe the man arrested was not responsible for all the murders that took place at that bank robbery or any of the murders that happened beforehand. You were there, Professor. Did you see Michael Garrison kill all those people?”

      His shoulders relaxed, and his voice calmed as he gave in to my questioning. “Yes, he killed them. He shot them. So did his girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend? She killed some of the hostages?”

      “Sure. She killed two bank tellers.”

      That was news. Nowhere in the investigation notes did I see mention of the girlfriend killing anyone. Nor did I recall any mention of another gun. “Why did he kill his girlfriend?”

      “I don’t know,” he said shrugging. “The man didn’t appear to have all his marbles. I sensed he was bipolar. Okay, one minute—batty the next.”

      “What about the victims that had their throats slashed? Did you see Mr. Garrison kill those people?”

      He threw his arms up in the air. “Of course, I did. We all did. The man was a psycho.”

      I kept my professional composure, but inside I felt like someone had just socked me in the stomach. Could Garrison have been lying to me that day we spoke? If so, that would mean Detroit had captured the right guy. And I needed to catch a copycat. How could my instincts on the case have been so, so wrong?

      I stared absent-mindedly at my notebook, trying to comprehend what the professor had just told me. It was gut wrenching to say the least. 

      “Well, if that’s all the questions you have. I must be going.” The professor stood up and walked over to his desk to gather his things. I was still lost in a confusing haze as I followed him. He put his laptop into his briefcase. When he slipped his brown sport coat on, something metallic slipped out and landed near my shoe.

      I bent down and picked up a single Mercedes key on a key holder. I looked up at the professor, realizing his height and his long blond hair that reached his shoulders. 

      He stared back at me and held out his hand. “Thank you.”

      I looked at the key I held and then back at him before asking what kind of Mercedes he drove.
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      “Excuse me?” Preston asked, accentuating the wrinkles in his forehead.

      “Your Mercedes. What model do you have?”

      He gazed at me a bit longer with his confused look before shaking it off and snatching the keys out of my hand. Before he turned away, I grabbed him by the arm. “Professor, I asked you a question.”

      He looked back at me with a smile. A moment later, the back of his hand connected with the side of my head. The force sent me flying through the air like a china doll. I landed on a lab table and then rolled off onto the floor. It happened so fast. My head ached, and my equilibrium was off, making the room tilt to the side.

      I remained on the floor with my eyes closed for a few seconds. When I opened them, I felt better and could stand again. I forged ahead, out of the classroom and into the hallway. It was empty, save for a few students.

      “Where did he go?” I called out. “Professor Carter, did anybody see him?”

      “He went down the stairs,” a student called out. 

      “Are you okay?” another asked, coming up to me. 

      I brushed him off and headed down the stairs as quickly as my legs could muster. When I reached the bottom, most of my senses had returned, and walking had gotten easier. I exited the building only to face a large campus full of crisscrossing students, and the professor was nowhere to be seen. He may have escaped, but I knew who our killer was.

      I quickly put in a call to Detective Solis. “Detective, it’s Agent Kane. I’ve identified one of the killers.” I told him where I was and why I had come in search of the professor.

      “One of the surviving hostages was the other killer at the bank?” he asked.

      “Had to be, or why would the professor run? We got a name. It should be easy to track down an address.”

      “I’m on it,” Solis said.

      “We need to be careful of how we take Preston Carter down.”

      “I’ll get the tactical unit involved and start preparations,” he said. “Still can’t believe the nickname for the hostage had stuck. If that’s the case, the other hostage should be a student.”

      “I doubt that person is still a student today,” I said.

      “You’re probably right about that. I wonder if they knew each other or if it was just a coincidence.”

      “Well, there are two killers, so my guess is there were two back then. I think it’s safe to say they knew each other.” Preston must have thought a mind was a terrible thing to waste.
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      I met up with Solis and Madero back at the central precinct. It didn’t take long for them to get an address on Preston. At first, I didn’t make the connection until they mentioned the Corktown neighborhood. Preston Carter was married to Katherine Carter, the beautiful brunette Wilkinson and I had talked to a few weeks ago. I had her pegged as an intelligent woman with her life together. I guess I was wrong. Maybe Preston was really smarter than he appeared. A sicko with a wife and kids.

      I’ve come across my fair share of husbands who led secret lives, but Preston Carter took the cake. The wives always swore they knew nothing. “How could we know?” they would say. How could you not?

      With the latest information, the situation had escalated. Not only did we need to take the professor down, but we also needed to make sure we got the wife and kids out of the house before he did something stupid, like take them hostage. I also had to make sure she wasn’t a part of it. We knew there were two. I needed them both in custody and separated, in case Katherine was innocent. I didn’t want to jeopardize her or the kids by having them in a place where Preston could get to them.

      Within two hours, we had mobilized a block away from the Carter’s residence. We had sent a team ahead inside a cable van to survey the property. Our suspect had not returned home yet, but they reported the wife had just returned with the two kids. It would be a perfect time to grab her and the kids and remove them from the picture. 

      Solis handed me a bulletproof vest. “You might want to put this on.”

      We crouched near a hedge out of sight of the front door. A member of the team dressed as a cable guy approached the house. A few moments after Katherine answered the door, we got the signal, and everyone mobilized on the house. We had the home cleared, and Katherine and her two children in an SUV on their way to a safe location, all in under five minutes. 

      I rode with Katherine and the kids. The youngest cried the entire time. Katherine kept asking what was happening and insisted on calling her husband; we had confiscated her cell phone. I dreaded having to tell her. It wasn’t a good idea to have that conversation in front of her children. As soon as we got to our location, I told her that I would explain everything and answer all her questions.

      I insisted Lieutenant White secure clearance for a suite at the hotel I had been staying at. Any place but Central Precinct would do for now. I didn’t think we could keep them safe at Central, mainly because I trusted no one there. Preston was too good and too smart. Plus, I wanted to keep Katherine close by. She would be vital to catching Preston.
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        * * *

      

      Once inside the hotel suite, Katherine put the boys down for a nap; the experience had them worn out. She closed the door to the bedroom and took a seat in the sitting area next to me. Solis and Madero were also there.

      “Did something happen to Preston? Is he dead?” she asked.

      “No,” I answered. “We don’t know where your husband is, but it’s important we find him. Katherine, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to say it. Preston is a suspect in the rash of recent murders.”

      “What?” Katherine reeled back. “You have got to be kidding me.” A half-smile appeared on her face but disappeared quickly when no one answered her. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “We are,” I said. “Katherine, your husband attacked me this afternoon when I tried to question him at the university.” I pulled my hair back and showed her the bruising near my ear.

      “Preston is not a violent man. Are you sure you haven’t mistaken someone else for him?”

      Solis removed a picture of Preston from an envelope. “Is this your husband?”

      Katherine took a moment before nodding and answering yes.

      “If he’s innocent like you say he is, then he shouldn’t have a problem,” I said.

      “Well, what do you want me to do?”

      I handed Katherine her cell phone. “You can start by calling him.”

      Katherine tried four times and got voicemail with each call. “Please, honey, call me when you get this. It’s important. I love you.”

      I reached over and gently took the phone from her hands. She didn’t resist me. “Think, Katherine. Where would your husband go?” 

      Katherine shook her head back and forth slowly. 

      “It’s okay. Take your time,” I said. We already had units watching the house and his office at the campus. I wasn’t holding my breath, though. 

      Suddenly, her eyes shot upward to the left. She’d thought of something. 

      “What is it? What did you just remember?”

      She was hesitant, so I gently held her hand. “You want to help your husband, don’t you?”

      “He often likes to drive along Lake St. Clair.”

      I remembered the gazebo Wilkinson had shown me. 

      “Anything else? What about a friend’s place? Where does he hang out?” Knowing Preston was working with someone else, we had to be careful.

      “Preston doesn’t have many friends. Lots of colleagues.”

      “Are any of them close to him?”

      Katherine thought for a moment. “Professor Burroughs, they’ve known each other for over twenty years.”

      “Does he work at the same university?”

      She shook her head. “He works at the Macomb campus for Oakland Community College, though I think Preston mentioned that he might have retired.”

      I wonder if this Burroughs guy is the other killer.

      Madero got on the phone and started hunting down an address. I motioned for Solis to bring in the uniforms that were waiting outside. They would be providing security while the three of us headed out to the lake.

      I turned to Katherine. “You’ll be safe here with these officers.”

      “Safe from what?” she asked, shaking her head, confused. 

      “Safe from your husband.”
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        * * *

      

      Not wanting to hang out with the police, Katherine retired to the bedroom, locking the door behind her. The boys were still napping on the king-size bed. She stared at them lovingly for a moment before kicking off her shoes and taking a seat on the bed. Figuring she was stuck, she decided to join them and rest for a bit. Might as well make the best of it, she thought. 

      But first, she gently turned the little one, Jackson, over to his side. She reached down the front of his shorts and revealed a hidden pocket sewn inside. The police were quick to pat her down and confiscate her cell phone, not so much with the little ones. She, of course, had a hunch they wouldn’t frisk her children. 

      She removed the tiny, no-frills cell phone and lay next to him. She had a plan, of course, in the event of something like that happening. Thanks to Katherine’s neurotic ways, she had prepared the family for a variety of scenarios. 

      After Preston ran out of O’Dowd Hall, he called his wife and gave her the heads up about the FBI agent wanting to question him.

      “Surely they are on the way to the house if they’re not already there,” he told her. 

      When Preston called earlier to warn Katherine, she happened to be on the road, having just picked up the boys from school. She pulled off the freeway and drove into a mall parking lot, making her way to the parking structure's top floor. She removed a bag from the side storage compartment of the vehicle. Inside were the boys’ special clothing. 

      Lorenzo and Jackson knew exactly what to do. They had practiced the drill many times. Katherine and the boys were ready by the time they returned home. All she had to do was sit in her favorite chair and wait for the knock at the door. 

      Holed up in protective custody, it was time for another plan to go into effect. The grin on Katherine’s face grew wider as she turned on the phone and sent Preston a text.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      On the short walk to the car, I told Solis to call whoever he needed to increase the number of patrols along the lake. “We might get lucky.” 

      A second later, the beeping and ringing of various cellphones could be heard. The three of us patted our pockets to take our calls.

      “Solis here. Yes, of course. How are you, Mrs. Tanner?”

      “Tanner?” I mouthed to Madero.

      “Rick Tanner, the engineer,” he said.

      Everything clicked. She was out of town when we found her husband.

      Solis hung up. “That was Mrs. Tanner. She remembered a realtor had stopped by the house the day she left town. It might be something. I told her to take a picture of the lady’s business card and email it to me.”

      “My guy’s coming up empty on Burroughs at OCC,” Madero said. “He’s still working on a home address.”

      I wondered if Katherine lied about Preston’s friend.

      The two detectives continued to look at me quietly. They were waiting for a report on my phone call. “That was my daughter texting me.”

      On the drive to the lake, I thought about my hunch—that Katherine was lying. Why would she, though? As a mother of two children, the most important thing to her would be their safety. If there were any chance her husband was dangerous, she should want to know.

      I thought about her father, Eddie Bass. Was he a good dad? Katherine was just a little girl when he died, but she seemed to speak highly of him. Probably loved him unconditionally up until the day he drank himself to death, even though it agitated her when I brought it up that day we questioned her. Could she have lied about knowing what her father knew? She said she had no idea who the RRs were. But what if she lied about that, too? What if everything she said to date was a lie? What if⁠—

      My God! Katherine is the other part of the team!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s her,” I said. “Turn the car around.”

      Solis looked back at me. “Huh?”

      “Katherine,” I said. “She’s the other part of the team! She has to be. Her father admits to knowing about the RRs. Ellen Scott admitted to knowing Katherine’s father.”

      “Didn’t she say she had never heard of the RRs when you questioned her?” Solis asked.

      “She said her father never mentioned them, but what if she lied about everything she’s told us to date just like she could be lying about Professor Burroughs?” I turned to Madero. “Your guy just called to say he came up empty, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Think about it. If her father told her about the RRs and Ellen Scott, she could theoretically blame them for her father’s death. She wanted revenge.”

      “So you’re saying she did all the killing?”

      “She would definitely be involved with the deaths of the RRs. I’m not sure about the other victims dating back to the very first one found in Corktown. Obviously, Katherine wasn’t married to Preston back then. He’s the true killer. He killed all those people.”

      “You saying this lady fell in love with a serial killer?” Madero added.

      “Why not? Women do stupid things when they’re in love. Maybe she didn’t know at first, or maybe she had a hunch but made up excuses⁠—”

      “Like an abused spouse.”

      “Exactly. Or maybe she’s just as screwed up as him and has desires but can control them. Some killers can do that. I don’t think Preston is one of them, though; the urge would be too strong for him but her—she’s different. I think she’s the brains behind the operation.”

      Madero flipped a switch, and the cry of the siren did its job as cars peeled off the road ahead of us. Solis called the two uniforms watching Katherine and her boys. “I’m not getting any answer from either one.”

      She seemed so normal. She was a mother like me. 

      Katherine was the matriarch of that twisted family business. She knew how to control her husband. Not only did she feed his need, but she also fed hers.
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        * * *

      

      We exited the elevator and hurried down the hallway. A uniform emerged from the room just as we got there. “Both officers are down. The woman and the children are gone.”

      Right away, I noticed the first body slumped over a white linen couch. Another uniform exited the bedroom, pointing back. “The other one is in there.”

      I walked into the bedroom. Lying on the blood-soaked carpet next to the bed was the second officer. Both had their neck slashed. How did she pull this off? How? She had two kids with her. Is this the new definition of supermom?

      I walked back into the sitting area, shaking my head.

      Solis threw out a theory. “Okay, maybe she lures one of our guys into the bedroom—her kid’s sick or something like that. He bends down to check out the kid. That’s when she comes up behind him and slashes his neck.”

      “You were the one who frisked her. Did you miss the knife?”

      Solis shrugged, realizing the hole in his theory.

      “Even if she somehow got rid of one in the room,” I motioned, “I find it hard to believe she overpowered the second one. He would have been looking right at her as she exited the room.”

      “Maybe she had help,” Madero added.

      “Preston,” I said.

      “How? We disconnected the phone in the room and confiscated her cell phone.”

      Thinking back to my supermom thought, what would she do? She was the brain of the family; she would have planned for this. Would she have used her children? 

      “Were the children searched?” I asked.

      Solis and Madero looked at each other before looking back at me. I already knew their answer.

      “She used her kids. She must have—probably hid stuff on them like a cellphone or even a weapon. She took a chance they wouldn’t get searched. She then gets a hold of Preston, tells him where they are, and they orchestrated a double killing.”

      “Everyone has an ID on Preston. They wouldn’t just open the door and let him waltz right in,” Solis said.

      I stood quietly for a moment, wondering how I would use my kids to get out of that situation.

      “Okay, I’m riffing here, but assume Katherine figured out a good reason to get one of the officers into the bedroom. He enters, and the two kids exit at the same time. One immediately runs over to the other officer to distract him while the other runs to the door to open it.”

      I walked over to the door to the room. “Solis, pretend you’re the officer; you’re sitting on the couch.”

      Solis walked over to the couch and sat down. 

      “Okay, now, you see the little boy run to the door. You get up to stop him, but the other boy jumps on you to play before you can. While you’re trying to pry this boy off of you, the other one opens the door.”

      “Should I stand up?” Solis asked.

      “What would you do if a little boy jumped on you?”

      “I’d pull him off and stop the other from opening the door.”

      “Okay, you get the kid off of you fairly quickly. You stand up and make your way over to the door, but the other boy opens it before you reach him. In comes Preston. Before you can respond or draw your weapon, he attacks you.”

      I walked to where the blood splatter first appeared on the carpeting. “This is where he cuts you and pushes you back, still attacking until you fall on the couch, bleeding to death. In the meantime, Katherine deals with the uniform in the room.”

      “That’s a lot to assume,” Madero said, “but it seems plausible if she actually coached her kids to play a role in her sick game.”

      “Never underestimate a mother’s ability to make everyone fall into line.”

      The two detectives flashed me a look of confusion.

      “She’s a supermom. She cooks, cleans, raises the kids, and plans the murders. She coached them—trust me.”

      Solis’ phone beeped. He pulled it out of the hip holster he wore and punched a few buttons. “Got the photo of the Realtor’s card.” He turned his phone around. The person smiling on the card was Katherine Carter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The worst had just happened. Katherine and Preston had gone into hiding. That doubled my worry lines; they were extremely good at disappearing.

      If Reilly got wind of it, I knew all bets would be off, and a convention of agents would descend on Detroit. I didn’t want that. The fighting, stubborn, and hardheaded side of me wanted the case all to myself.

      Obviously, Katherine had plans for her family to disappear when we showed up at the house. With Ellen Scott finally dead, she had reached her goal of eliminating all five RRs. She’d had her revenge.

      But what about Preston?

      His brain was wired to kill. It had needs, and there was no changing that. I doubt he had the desire or the means necessary to stop cold turkey and turn into a simple soccer dad.

      From my knowledge, cold-blooded killers like Preston didn’t work that way. They couldn’t contain their wants. How on earth would Katherine keep him under control? How did she do it in the past? Katherine had proven back in that room that she could not only kill, but she could orchestrate a plan to kill. I batted the thought around before striking another aha moment.

      “She feeds him,” I blurted out.

      Solis and Madero looked at me.

      “She’s feeding him victims. That’s how she keeps him under control.”

      Solis scratched the back of his head. “You mean like an animal, with scheduled feedings and all?”

      “It’s easy to control someone when you know what buttons to press.”

      Solis shrugged. “So you’re saying she knew how long he could go without a kill before he went apeshit?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Days, weeks… maybe a month. She had to know. Preston was a dangerous man. In a dire situation, he would take one of them if he had to.”

      “But she wouldn’t let that happen, right?” Solis asked.

      “No, she would never put the two boys in a situation where she couldn’t protect them. Plus, she’s a control freak. I bet no one in the family made a move without her knowing about it—better yet, allowing it.”

      “So she feeds him,” Solis repeated.

      I shifted my weight from heel to heel. “Even though they’ve gone underground, Preston won’t stop killing. Somehow, they’re able to keep doing it without anyone knowing.”

      The detectives stared at me.

      “She needs easy prey,” I said, breaking the silence. “A bountiful supply of victims. Where would she get them?”

      “Runaways,” Solis said.

      “Drug addicts, prostitutes,” Madero continued.

      I snapped my finger. “That’s it. Easy. Plentiful. And the best part: no one will miss them if they go missing.”

      But what did they do with the bodies? I had a hunch the Carter residence held our answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Our plan was to toss every square inch of the Carter’s residence. I didn’t care if Katherine was supermom; everyone makes mistakes. I was banking on it. 

      Solis and Madero started on the main level. I headed upstairs, straight for the master bedroom. I wanted to know how Mr. and Mrs. Serial Killer lived. 

      They had a standard room. It was spacious, with wall-to-wall carpet and a custom walk-in closet with built-ins. In the center of the room, a king-size bed had half a dozen throw pillows neatly arranged on it. Off to either side were a couple of sitting chairs. The en suite had a separate bath and shower, dual vanity, and a toilet. So far, nothing stood out as odd. Except Preston had more hair product than any man should be allowed to have.

      Katherine had a separate makeup vanity in the corner of the room. I sat on the crushed-velvet seat and skimmed the top of the table. Everything was neat and in its place. Nothing uncapped, uncovered, or unscrewed—the complete opposite of my bathroom counter.

      Her taste in makeup was a little of everything. Her jewelry was nice—not out of this world, but Preston had been generous. Katherine owned one bottle of perfume, Chanel. I remembered smelling it on her when we first met.

      In the walk-in closet, I half-expected to find something creepy, something that screamed “horror couple.” But I didn’t. She even had great taste in lingerie. I left the closet to check the end table near the bed. I could tell she slept on the right. The left side had a more considerable dent in the bed. 

      I opened the tiny drawer. I noticed the pink, electronic rabbit first. Sheesh, how much more perfectly boring and stereotypical could they be? They killed people for Godsake.

      I grabbed a tissue from a box on the table and used it to push aside the toy. Under a few pieces of paper, I discovered a tiny leather-bound booklet. Using another tissue, I removed it from the drawer and flipped the cover open.

      Bingo!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Written inside the book were dates going back at least five years. Next to each date, in the same neat penmanship, were GPS coordinates. What have you been up to, Katherine?

      I headed to the basement where Solis and Madero were. “I found something interesting,” I said.

      “So did we,” Solis replied. He and Madero were standing next to a butcher-block table large enough in size that Madero could lay on it.

      Solis pointed to the four corners. “Fasteners. One could easily strap someone down to this table if they wanted.”

      I took a closer look. The wood looked weathered like it had been washed over and over. There were small chips and nicks around the edges. Lastly, there were hundreds of shallow grooves on the surface I could only imagine were left by the tools of Preston’s trade. His man cave? 

      “Well, we know where they made their kills while hiding,” I said.

      Solis pointed to my hand. “What’s that?”

      I opened the notebook and flipped through it, showing Solis and Madero the dates and the coordinates.

      “How far back does it go?” Solis asked.

      “At least five years. There must be hundreds of entries.”

      Solis scratched at his chin. “And each entry has a different location attached?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “My money says this is where they buried bodies. If they killed them here, they still had to deal with the disposal of the bodies.”

      “Why don’t we look behind curtain number one?” Madero said, pointing to a large padlocked storage freezer. “I got bolt cutters in my car. I’ll be right back.”

      Solis flipped through the pages of the notebook. “That’s a lot of bodies. Why would they keep track of where they buried them?”

      “It’s about keeping order. I’m guessing each body has its own private plot. Neat and orderly.”

      “Only one way to find out for sure,” Solis said, holding the notebook up. “Follow the coordinates.”

      Madero returned with the bolt cutters. One grunt later, and the lock landed on the cement floor with a thud. We all stared at the freezer, wondering who would open it. Finally, Madero straightened his jacket and stepped forward. He grabbed the door with both hands and lifted up. 

      “What the hell is that?” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      After hearing Madero’s reaction, Solis and I reluctantly took a step forward. Inside were a bunch of plastic bags filled with frozen red goop. It’s the best way I could explain it.

      Madero lifted up a bag, so it was easier to see inside; it contained at least one arm. But what stood out the most was that it had been sliced into quarter-inch-thick slices like a piece of salami.

      We picked through the other bags. Each one had mostly recognizable body parts made up of frozen slices.

      Madero motioned to a band saw against the other wall. “Now we know what the big saw is for.”

      “They do this in research,” Solis said. “I saw a documentary on TV where a serial killer left his body to science. They froze the body and would slice it up like this, except they were slivers, almost transparent horizontal cuts through the body to study.”

      “I think I saw that one,” Madero chimed in. “They could cut thousands of slices from the brain and give it to other researchers, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. What’s the guy’s name?”

      “I dunno, but he was a crazy killer. It was a huge coup to get him to say yes.”

      So quickly, I lose them. “I hate to break up this feel-good party the two of you are experiencing, but could we focus?”

      There were five bags in total. The victim was female—the carved-out breasts gave it away. My best guess is the Carters hadn’t had time to get rid of the body. Madero called it in while Solis and I continued to poke at the bags.

      “I’m guessing this victim was one of Preston’s scheduled feedings. When he’s done, they slice them up, bag them, and freeze them until they can get them buried.”

      “Unless someone’s sifting for bone fragments, they would never know a body was there once it decomposed,” Solis added.

      I held up the notebook in my hand. “I bet this is private land. There might even be a cabin on the property.”

      A siren whirring followed by tires screeching grabbed our attention. “Sounds like the gang’s here.”

      Madero led the way up and briefed the uniforms as they entered the house. I could hear him telling the sergeant to get a perimeter set up. He also asked for the ETA on the forensics team. I felt a tap on my shoulder.

      “Agent Kane, I bet you have a GPS navigator in your rental,” Solis said with a raised eyebrow.

      Before I could answer, Madero appeared.

      “The sergeant on duty passed on a message. Lieutenant White is on the way. Doesn’t want us to go anywhere until he gets here.”

      “That’s too bad,” I said. “We got a case to solve.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The three of us piled into my rental, and we drove north on I-75. Solis opened up the booklet and punched in the coordinates of the most recent data. The area was up north, in the sticks, as they say. Solis tried a few more coordinates, and they all came up in the same vicinity, an area on the north side of Loon Lake. According to my talking GPS unit, it would take three hours to get there.

      I had time to think during the drive. My partner entered my thoughts again. When I realized Katherine was the other killer, I knew she had killed Wilkinson that night. I’m sure she didn’t hide her approach. She probably knew he would be confused to see her there. His defenses would be down. That’s how she got the jump on him that night. He was a sitting target and didn’t even know it.

      “What’s the plan?” Solis asked. “There are four of them and three of us.”

      He counted the children. “We should assume Katherine might have more tricks up her sleeve. Let’s not underestimate them.”

      Madero cleared his throat. “Are we trying to apprehend them or put an end to this?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, glancing back at him through the rearview mirror.

      “Well, assuming they’re armed and dangerous. Taking them alive might be more difficult than taking them out.”

      I didn’t need to think my answer over. The two had killed a lot of innocent people, including Wilkinson. “We take no chances.”

      My phone chimed.

      “You want me to check that? Might be important,” Solis said, motioning to my purse.

      It wasn’t. Lucy had her own ring tone. “It’s my daughter.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nightfall when we reached Loon Lake. We had just rounded the eastern shore and were heading west when Solis said to slow down.

      “We’re coming up on a couple of the locations.”

      “You’re telling me bodies were dumped on the side of the road?” I asked.

      “No, it’s inland, but I’m betting there’s a small dirt road that will take us into the woods. I’m sure they didn’t hike in.”

      A few moments later, Solis pointed ahead. “There. You see the opening?”

      “I see it.” I slowed down and made a right onto a bumpy two-track. Twenty feet in, we came upon a steel gate. Madero got out and checked the gate. He shook his head as he walked back to the car. “It’s locked up good. Should have brought the bolt cutters.”

      “A couple of the locations are up ahead, maybe fifteen feet and another fifty feet into the woods,” Solis said. “Both sides of the road are lined with plots.”

      I exited the car and stretched for a bit. The climate up north was cooler and drier than the city. I drew a deep breath, and my lungs filled with an earthy, woodsy scent—we were surrounded by trees. The two-track was the only swath that cut through them. There was a full moon that night, but the forest was still dark and uninviting. The small flashlight I kept in my purse wasn’t strong enough to lead a hike into the woods, but I pocketed it just in case.

      “This road has to lead us somewhere,” I said. “The plots will have to wait.”

      Finding the Carters was a priority. We started walking. About twenty minutes in, Solis held up his arm and motioned for us to move off the road and into the woods a bit.

      He pointed down the curved road. “There’s a cabin up ahead.”

      I could barely make out the lines of the structure. Solis had an eagle eye.

      We hugged the tree line near the side of the road and made our way forward. I couldn’t tell if anybody was home—the lights inside were off. I didn’t see any cars parked out front, but we still hadn’t rounded the curve in the road.

      As we got closer, the trees around us dispersed and revealed a clear view of the wooden cabin. Sixty feet of open land separated the cabin from our position. The building wasn’t big, maybe seven hundred square feet max. It appeared to have a small second story, either a loft or attic. There were no markings or an address, or a welcome sign touting “The Carters.” The windows were dark.

      I spotted a Range Rover parked near the rear of the building. “That’s their car.”

      “If they’re home, they’re quiet,” Solis said.

      “Either that or they’re waiting for us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A few anniversaries ago, Preston had purchased his and hers ATN PVS7 night vision goggles. At the time, Katherine didn’t see the value in them. Tonight changed all of that. 

      From inside the cabin, Preston kept watch on the three individuals. He had come to refer to them as the three amigos. The thought of having three to play with excited him and made him eager to get going with their plan.

      Katherine came down the stairs and stood next to her husband. He looked like a little boy on Christmas morning, waiting to open his presents under the tree. It didn’t take her long to spot them. So clever, they think they are. 

      Preston saw them early on and watched their slow trek toward the cabin. Step by step, they crept along the side of the road, unaware they had a spotlight on them the entire time.

      Upstairs in the tiny attic, the boys were asleep, behind a locked door for their safety. They were not part of the plan. Katherine couldn’t risk it. They had already done a great job earlier—distracting the police officer. She had no choice then. That was a worst-case scenario, but she had dutifully planned for it. Just like she had for the scenario they were currently facing. Katherine was a bit surprised when only the three showed up; she had expected more manpower.

      She double-checked both guns, making sure the magazines were fully loaded. The two SIG Sauer 228s were a gift from Katherine, spurred by Preston’s purchases. He’d reacted to these gifts the same way she had to his—what’s the point? He loved his scalpel; it had served him well for so long. Why a gun? He was deadlier his way.

      But Katherine said it was all part of the plan. So he learned how to fire it, how to load it, even how to clean it. They did it together; it was often their date night.

      Dressed in black from head to toe, guns strapped to their thighs, goggles on top of their heads—they were ready. Preston gave his beautiful wife a loving kiss. When they broke apart, he decided he wanted another kiss, but she stopped him.

      “There will be plenty of time to play after we’re finished.”

      The couple planned to exit through the rear of the cabin and into the cover of the trees. From there, they would split up and flank the three amigos. Before they stepped outside, Katherine turned on a small lamp to indicate someone was home.

      At the tree line, the couple said their goodbyes. If at all possible, they agreed to try to keep the agent alive. She would make an excellent play toy for Preston, and Katherine simply didn’t like the bitch. The thought of being able to watch Kane suffer at the hands of her husband made her smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Look, a light came on. They’re inside,” Solis said while pointing.

      “We need to split up,” I said. “Solis, you go right. Madero, you go left. There’s got to be a back entrance into this place.”

      “What about you?” Solis asked.

      “I’ll head for the front door. I’m the shortest; it’ll be harder to spot me when I move. It’s the only way to take them by surprise. One more thing, we don’t have radios so we’ll text each other. When we’re all in place, we’ll push in at once.”

      As we were about to move, Madero motioned us to stop. “What about the kids?”

      Solis looked at the cabin and then back at us. “If they get in my way, they get in my way.”

      Madero looked at me, obviously wanting to see how I felt about having to target the boys. I didn’t think we could trust the children. “Let’s not take any chances.”

      I spotted a wheelbarrow about half the distance between where I crouched and the house. That would be my first destination. I moved as fast as I could while remaining low until my back was up against it. Once there, I did a sweep of the property. I could no longer see Solis or Madero. They had disappeared into the woods.

      From behind the wheelbarrow, I figured I would move straight ahead, up the three stairs, and onto the porch, where I could tuck under a window next to the front door. 

      On the count of three, I would make my move. One, two—Bam!

      A gunshot!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The gunshot came from the right side of the house. Solis! No sooner had I heard that one, another gunshot rang out from the left side, where Madero was. They were waiting for us.

      I heard more firing from Madero’s side but nothing on the right. If I stayed put, I was an easy target. I hurried over to the porch and reached for the knob. It was locked. I fired a round at the base of the knob. There was more damage than I’d expected, eliminating the need to kick the door open.

      I entered the cabin, gun ahead of me. Left. Right. Left. I swung my arms, clearing the area. My finger gripped the trigger tightly. I was so sure one of them would jump out at any minute. I closed the door behind me and crouched down.

      The cabin seemed empty. To the left, I saw a small table with a kitchen behind it. To the right of me: a couch, a sitting chair, and a short bookshelf filled with a few knickknacks and paperbacks. Straight ahead were wooden stairs that led up to the second level—a bedroom. The boys are probably in there. The door at the top was closed. A tiny office was tucked under the stairs. Next to it was a back door. That’s how they got outside.

      More shots rang out. Dammit! I had no idea what was going on outside. I bounded up the stairs and plopped myself down on the last step. It was my best bet for cover. From the top of the stairs looking down, I had the front door covered. It would be crazy for me to move outside. I had to trust that Solis and Madero could handle themselves. 

      I leaned back against the door. Sweat trickled down my face, and my shirt clung to me like a layer of skin. I needed to calm myself and slow my breathing. I turned my head to the side and pressed it against the door. I couldn’t hear any noise or movement coming from the room. Either the boys were very quiet, or they were asleep. My gut told me they were up. The gunshots were loud. I reached up to the knob—another locked door.

      Seconds seemed like minutes. The gunshots outside had died down. I had no idea if Solis or Madero were alive. If they weren’t, that would mean the wolves were circling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take long before Katherine spotted her target, moving like a bear on its hind legs. The night-vision goggles painted him as a white human shape against a green background. She wasn’t exactly sure which of the two detectives she had been dealt, but she widened her stance and cleared a few branches away. With her breathing slowed and her heartbeat calmed, Katherine was ready. 

      One, she inhaled. Two, she let it out. Three, she raised her weapon and pulled the trigger. 

      Through her goggles, she saw the head of the white figure snap back. White particles blasted out from the roundish shape before the figure slumped down into a pile. Bullseye!
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        * * *

      

      Preston had also spotted his target—he got the taller, larger one. This is too easy, fat man. Where’s the challenge? Where’s the fun? I might as well be aiming a cannon, you pathetic excuse for the living. 

      Preston thought of picking him off little by little. Wounding him in each limb, then moving in for a personal kill—the way he loved to do it. That meant going against his wife’s wishes, of course, something he almost always avoided. She had laid out the plan and told Preston not to deviate from it.

      Preston bit his lip. He raised his weapon and concentrated. He heard a gunshot just as he pulled his trigger. The rotten timing caused his arm to jerk, sending the double-tap he had practiced relentlessly to go wide. He didn’t bother with the third shot. He needed to focus. The fat one had already taken advantage of the situation and slipped behind a tree.
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        * * *

      

      Madero couldn’t see a goddamn thing, but he certainly heard the zip of two bullets fly by him. He knew he wasn’t safe behind the tree. The gunman was probably using thermal sighting; it’s the only way he could have come that close to hitting him. Madero wasn’t even moving when he heard the first shot. 

      The muzzle blasts gave Madero a general location of where the shooter might be. He wasted no time aiming his weapon and pulled the trigger on his department-issued Smith & Wesson. Madero put all fifteen rounds into the area where he believed the shooter’s chest and head were. He prayed he had gotten lucky and snagged a headshot. 

      As quickly as he emptied the magazine, he released it from the gun, pocketed it, and replaced it with a fully loaded one. He was locked and loaded in seconds. These bullets had to count. It was all he had left. He dropped low, hoping he had enough brush covering him. But he knew he couldn’t stay still, not if the shooter was still alive. One more thing worried Madero: the gunshot he heard on the other side of the cabin. The other half was also hunting.
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      Katherine didn’t have time to think the situation through thoroughly. She reacted and ran straight for the side of the house when she heard the barrage of gunfire. Her husband had missed.

      She crouched beneath the window on the right side of the cabin, her back pressed up hard against the wood as she caught her breath. Her eyes completed multiple sweeps of the area, but nobody came into view. She struggled to quiet herself. She was convinced her labored breaths and thumping heart would give her location away. 

      She inched forward to the front of the house and peeked around onto the porch. Still, her night vision revealed no one. Where were they? Had the cabin been compromised? She fell back to the window. Tremors ran through her hands, and her rasping breath had become uneven and more pronounced. Stay calm. Focus.

      She had heard nothing since the last eruption of gunfire. She struggled to keep her thoughts focused; she had no idea if Preston was dead or alive. It terrified her to think she might be by herself. But more importantly, she worried about the boys. Were they still safe? 

      In the span of a few minutes, the family's strong matriarch had gone from confident leader to terrified mother. She couldn’t stop thinking about her two boys. Images of Jackson and Lorenzo lying dead in a pool of blood filled her head. Tears began to stream down her cheeks. Her bottom lip quivered uncontrollably. Katherine crumpled to the ground. I can’t lose the boys. I can’t! What if I gave up? I could say Preston made me a prisoner and forced me. Would they believe me? That maternal instinct kicked in. All Katherine could think about was protecting her kids, even if that meant giving herself up. 

      She flipped the night vision goggles up and brushed her hair from her face. Slowly, she raised herself up until her eyes could see through the dusty window. Her vision was slightly obstructed, and she needed to be sure if someone was inside or not. She pulled down on the sleeve of her sweater so it covered her palm and wiped a very tiny portion of the lower corner of the window. She didn’t see anyone inside.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to my dark clothing, I blended into the darkness at the top of the stairs. It’s the only reason why I could look directly at Katherine while her eyes glazed over my position. I had initially heard someone bump up against the side of the house. A few seconds later, I had seen her head pop up for just a split second, but I instantly recognized the headgear she had on—night-vision goggles. Solis and Madero were easy targets. They never had a chance against the couple. 

      And now they had me in their sights.

      Katherine peeked inside once more, sans goggles, and then disappeared, but it was easy to track her. I heard her step up onto the porch. If she hadn’t noticed the missing lock, she would any second. Until then, she probably thought the house had not been breached. I knew she wanted into the bedroom where her children were. That’s where she would make her stand. Not knowing the situation outside, I had to assume the worst: Solis and Madero were down. The wolves were coming into the den.

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I took a chance that Katherine was in front of the door. I lifted my weapon and unloaded my entire magazine, starting near the bottom of the door, shooting up methodically—hoping I would hit her.
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        * * *

      

      Madero knew he needed better cover. He was an open target in the woods and no match against a pair of night vision-wearing lunatics. If he could get to the space between the SUV and the house, he would have the protection he needed. Whoever had shot at him would have no choice but to come out into the open.

      Madero gave himself the best starting block takeoff he could manage. He ran hard and straight. Not once did he look around at his surrounding area. The way Madero saw it if he got hit, he got hit.

      As soon as he exited the tree line, he heard rapid gunfire. Madero ducked his head and kept running, all while wondering how many times he had been shot. He slid into the gap between the house and the vehicle like a ballplayer.

      Breathing hard while lying on the ground, he waited for his attacker to appear but no one did. He lowered his gun and patted himself, checking for wounds. What the...? He thought for sure he had taken a slug.

      Madero figured he had hit the shooter, or at least wounded the person. What about the other gunfire? Who were they shooting at? Solis? Kane? For some reason, his gut told him the husband had hunted him. Madero pulled out his cell and sent a text to Kane and Solis, wondering who was still alive.
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      My phone buzzed against my leg, causing my body to jerk. I reached into my jean pocket and pulled out my cell. Madero was alive. I quickly answered him. “I’m okay. In the house. You? Solis?”

      Madero buzzed me a second later. “I’m okay. Between Rover and house. Solis MIA.”

      “There’s a door, back of the house. I’m at the top of the stairs,” I texted. 

      Madero responded, “I’m coming in.”

      Seconds later, I heard the door open and close. “Madero,” I whispered.

      “I’m inside,” he said. I watched Madero move into view at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Katherine was in front of the door. I think I hit her.” 

      “No shit,” he said, looking at all the bullet holes. Madero continued forward until he had his back up against the wall near the hinged part of the front door. I moved so he could see me on the stairs. He nodded, and I motioned to him to pull the door open. I aimed the barrel of my gun straight ahead.

      Madero reached across the door, slipped his fingers into a bullet hole, and pulled. The door swung open as he moved to the side and raised his weapon in case a madman or woman came running in. No one did.

      Katherine lay curled up on the porch. Madero moved toward the doorway.

      “Is she dead?” I asked.

      Madero leaned over for a closer look. He fired once. “If she wasn’t, she is now,” he said, turning around with a spiteful look.

      I couldn’t believe what I had witnessed. Did Madero just murder Katherine, or was she already dead? Did I even care?

      Madero continued to look my way, waiting for an answer to what he just did. What he got instead, neither of us saw coming.

      An arm reached around Madero’s neck and pulled across it. Blood gushed down Madero’s throat before he cupped his right hand around his neck.

      What was happening? He shot her. I saw it myself.

      Madero dropped to his knees, his stare never leaving mine as he gasped for air. I shook my head. It couldn’t be. No!

      Grinning from cheek to cheek behind Madero stood a bloodied man with his tousled mane matted to the sides of his face. I knew that hair, no mistaking it; Preston Carter was alive.

      Quicker than I could ever have imagined, he moved from the door to the bottom of the stairs and bounded up, two at a time. 

      I raised my weapon. 

      Preston closed in on me—only four steps away. 

      His arm swung upward. The scalpel still gripped tightly. 

      My weapon had yet to finish its upward swing. 

      He was too close. 

      I needed more room and pressed further against the door. I had time for one shot. Make it count, Abby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTY

          

        

      

    

    
      My shot snapped Preston’s head back and sent him head tumbling down the stairs. He landed face up with a dark hole at the center of his forehead. His blue eyes were already lifeless as blood pooled beneath his head.

      I let out a large breath of air, not realizing I had been holding it. My eyes were transfixed on Preston’s lifeless body as if I somehow expected him to rise up for another assault. Was he dead? Should I incorporate the Madero Method? I looked at  Madero. He was still alive when Preston made his move toward me, but now he lay motionless. They were all dead, I thought until I heard a noise behind the door—a soft crying, barely audible.

      I pressed the left side of my face against the cool wood.

      “Lorenzo? Jackson? Can you hear me? It’s Agent Kane… everything is okay. No one is going to hurt you… you’re safe now. Please unlock the door.”

      I listened for movement and heard rustling, followed by squeaks in the floorboards. The knob jiggled, and then I heard a click. Slowly the door opened, revealing a little boy with puffy, red eyes. I quickly entered the darkened room and shut the door behind me. “You must be Jackson,” I said.

      He nodded his head before jumping into my arms. “Everything is fine,” I whispered, my eyes searching for his brother. He sat quietly in the corner, sniffling. I reached out with my arm. “Come, Lorenzo. You’re safe. I won’t hurt you.”
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      It was a long night at the cabin.

      I stayed in the room with the boys until the first unit arrived. There were three mattresses laid across the floor, taking up the width—obviously a makeshift bedroom. Definitely not for extended stays. The boys continued to ask about their parents, especially the little one, Jackson.

      “Mommy and Daddy are very sick. They have to see a doctor.” I didn’t want to lie, but what else could I tell them?

      “Are they going to be okay?” Jackson asked.

      “Let’s hope so.” I gave him a hug. 

      I felt terrible for the two. They were young and innocent. Clearly, they loved their mother and had only done what she had asked them to. I didn’t blame them. In fact, it angered me that she had taken advantage of them. It reminded me of those parents who used their kids to distract salespeople so they could shoplift—what a despicable act. 

      When I first entered the attic space, I noticed an earbud from an MP3 player in Jackson’s ear. The other one dangled in front of his chest; it’s probably why he heard me and opened the door. A tiny window allowed a few rays of moonlight into the room, but my eyes still needed time to adjust. 

      I fetched my mini flashlight from my pocket and looked the boys over. They both wore jeans and sweaters and had Tigers baseball caps on their heads. Each had their own backpack filled with a change of clothes and a few toys and books. Lorenzo also had an MP3 player and used it while sitting contently in the corner. 

      I spotted a mini cooler against the wall. Inside were juice containers, a couple of yogurts, and a plastic dish with chopped fruit. Jackson crawled over.

      “Would you like something to eat?” I asked.

      He nodded and pointed to a container filled with fruit. Before popping a grape into his mouth, he smiled at me, the first and only smile I would see all night. Obviously, thought had gone into keeping the boys comfortable—though I suspected the real purpose of the MP3 players was to shield them from hearing what was likely to happen outside the room. 

      As the night wore on, Jackson succumbed to sleep while his head lay in my lap. I ran my fingers through his hair and couldn’t help but wonder about what effects all that had happened would have on them. Were they damaged goods? Would they remember anything? Worse yet, would they turn out like their parents? Did either of the two inherit the genetic makeup for violent behavior? 

      My eyes welled as these sad thoughts flowed through my head. I couldn’t imagine my kids having to endure such an ordeal. It made me miss Ryan and Lucy even more.

      Interestingly enough, I couldn’t help but compare myself to Katherine. Even with all she and Preston were facing, that woman still had the mindset to ensure the boys were comfortable and cared for. Part of me had expected the boys to be half-dressed, hungry, and in need of a bath. It was quite the opposite. Was she a better mother to her kids than I was to mine?

      I quickly shook that thought out of my head. It was ridiculous to even think that. Katherine was nothing more than a cold-blooded killer, right?

      I called out more than once for Lorenzo to join us, but he wouldn’t budge, which was fine by me. In all honesty, I couldn’t quite tell if he knew what had taken place outside that door. Was the young boy smart enough to know what his parents had planned, or worse, what they were? I was pretty sure in little Jackson’s eyes, Katherine was simply Mom. 

      When I heard the approach of the first siren, I told both boys, “Lock the door and don’t open it for anybody but me.” I wanted them out of there as soon as possible, but I didn’t want them to see their parents. 

      It took time, but we were able to remove the boys an hour later when Child Protective Services arrived. The bodies were still strewn about the cabin floor, so we did our best to cover them before I escorted the two boys out.

      A few officers found Solis’ body off to the right side of the house. He had suffered a fatal gunshot to the head. Preston Carter had been shot multiple times, but they were all superficial wounds, hence the reason for his reprieve. I’d gotten lucky with Katherine and had hit her three times in the chest. It should have killed her from the look of the wounds, but I couldn’t be sure. I knew her autopsy would reveal that the head wound came from Madero’s gun. Maybe she did move. Perhaps she did reach for her weapon. Sitting at the top of the stairs, I couldn’t see her. Madero’s wide stance had blocked my view.

      When Lieutenant White arrived, he made it his business to find me right away. One look at his body movement told me he wasn’t happy about the situation. I thought he would be, considering we had caught the killers.

      “I told you guys to stay put. I know you got my message, so don’t say you didn’t.”

      “Had we waited and mobilized with a tactical unit, we would have run the risk of the Carters disappearing for good.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “You keep telling me what I know. Guess what? I know I caught the killers,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. It didn’t matter what White had to say; I was determined to stand my ground—even when he delivered a cheap blow.

      “And got Solis and Madero killed.”

      Insinuating their deaths were the result of my judgment call was beyond bullshit. I took a deep breath in hopes it would help to calm my nerves.

      “Look, Lieutenant, we all knew the risk. No one was forced to do anything here. So don’t you dare accuse me of endangering your men.”

      “All I’m doing is pointing⁠—”

      “Don’t interrupt me. I have the floor, and you will show me a little respect and hear what I have to say. Is that understood?”

      I knew White was a ranking officer with Detroit police, but he wasn’t my boss. And anyway, it went beyond protocol; it was about common courtesy. White gritted his teeth and pursed his lips before acknowledging me with a nod.

      “We couldn’t risk waiting,” I continued. “They were heading back underground.”

      “Why would you think that? There are six RRs. There’s still one left.”

      “Not true. According to Ellen Scott, there were five, not six. Elliot Hardin made a mistake.”

      “What makes you so quick to believe her over Hardin?”

      I shrugged. “She was adamant about it. My guess is, they were more afraid of what would happen if they came out than they were of the Carters. And as you can see,” I said, looking around us, “the Carters went on the run.”

      White let out a deep breath and rubbed his hand back and forth over his bald head. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t six RRs,” he mumbled as he turned away to look at the property. “We lost two good men today,” he said, still facing away from me.

      “Don’t you think I know that?” I shook my head and shifted my weight to my other leg. I looked around at the manpower surrounding me, the people dusting, bagging, and photographing, even the ones moving the bodies. They were all here to help to bring the case to a close.

      I’m guessing from the way White’s shoulders dropped, he accepted the reality of what had happened. He further deflated by letting out a heavy breath and lowering his head. His eyes eventually found their way back to me. “Agent Kane, you did well. You got our killers in the end.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      “Don’t think I’m against you here. I do appreciate everything you’ve done.”

      I let my gaze roam the scene around us. It had started to grow chaotic. Different departments of law enforcement had descended onto the property. I didn’t even want to think about the manpower needed for the forensics investigation of all those burial plots. Unimaginable. But it was over. That’s what mattered.

      Still, there was one bit that bothered me—the cover-up. “Lieutenant,” I said, “I found a book at the Carter’s residence. It’s what led us here.” I filled him in on the details.

      “So you’re saying from the Garrison arrest forward, they hunted various street people and then buried all of those victims here?”

      I nodded. “Well, we’re assuming their victims were street people. No one to report their disappearance. We’ll know for sure once they start uncovering the bodies.”

      I watched him bounce the thought around for a bit. He seemed to buy the theory. “Why bury them and not the RRs?” he asked. “What’s the reason for making them public?”

      “Katherine wanted revenge. She wanted to instill fear in the executives, let them know someone was after them.”

      White nodded. “She’s been married to that psycho for some time. I wonder why she waited until now.”

      “Maybe she didn’t know enough about them and needed time to track them down,” I offered.

      “Sheesh, those two were a perfect match for each other. What are the odds?” White grabbed hold of his pants and tugged them up.

      “You know, your 24/7 surveillance team should have picked up on this place.”

      White’s eye’s narrowed. “What are you getting at, Agent?”

      “If that team had done their job, this place should have sounded the alarm.” 

      “You’re right.” The Lieutenant held up the notebook in his hands. “Maybe it would have led us to the Carters or this book sooner. For now, I’ll hang on to it.” He then shoved the notebook into his back pocket.

      I opened my mouth to speak but stopped myself. White must have sensed what I was going to say.

      “Let it be. It doesn’t matter now. It’s over. You can go home, and I can go back to counting the days to retirement.” White held his pleading stare until someone called out for him. Before walking away, he repeated what he had told me once already. “It’s bigger than you and me.”
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      The drive back to Detroit was long and arduous—lonesome, too, if I were, to be honest. I missed sitting in the passenger seat with Wilkinson. I still had trouble believing he was gone. The mornings at the hotel were sad reminders. There were times I expected to see him in the lobby, waiting with a coffee for him and hot water for me. I wished he were.

      There were a lot of things I wished I had done differently—like not playing hard to get for as long as I did or saying yes to more of those late-night drinks. I wished I had taken him seriously sooner. 

      Since the murder of my husband, my social life had been as scarce as the ice age. I had almost forgotten what sex was like until that night with Wilkinson.

      It’s not like I didn’t want to date after Peng’s death. There were plenty of opportunities, but it had felt like I would have been cheating on him. Wilkinson broke through, though. He helped me open myself up again. And now he was gone, too.

      Since his death, I’d spent more time than I wanted awake in bed, thinking about what I could have done differently that night. There were a million ways we could have approached the situation. Would the outcome have changed? Perhaps. I try not to beat myself up about it. I could run multiple scenarios through my head that would lead to a positive outcome, but it wouldn’t be fair. With hindsight, one can always skew the results.

      The truth was, the case was screwy from the start. The more I thought about the cover-up, the angrier I became, even though it had no direct effect on Wilkinson’s death. I wanted it to. It would be something I could blame.

      I couldn’t shake it. How does a cover-up that big go unnoticed? A corrupt city, that’s how. Wild scenarios swam around inside my head. None of it made any sense. My imagination started to get the best of me. 

      Honestly, part of me didn’t want to know what had really happened. Finding out could result in career death. White was right; people much more powerful than the chiefs were involved. 
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        * * *

      

      I decided to stick around Detroit for a few more days and finish up my report at the central precinct. It wasn’t necessary to stay; the only reason would be if I wanted to continue investigating the cover-up.

      I still had access to the necessary case files and spent most of the day combing through them again, trying to glean anything I could, when I heard a knock on the office door. I looked up to find Reginald Reed standing there. “Chief Reed.”

      He motioned for me to remain seated. “Don’t get up. I’m glad you’re still here. I wanted to personally thank you for all your help, Agent.”

      “I wish I could echo your enthusiasm, but the loss of three good men dampens my spirits a bit.”

      “I understand,” he said, pausing awkwardly. “I bet you’re eager to get back to your family.”

      “I am, but I thought I’d wrap up my report here, while everything was still fresh in my head.”

      Reed looked around the room. A few of the boxes were open, and case files lay strewn about my desk. One didn’t need to be a top-notch detective to see I wasn’t writing up my report.

      “You’re thorough with your report, I take it?”

      Did he ask me a trick question? Reed had to know I didn’t need to plow through the case files for my report, at least not to the extent it appeared. I decided to play along with the top guy. “I am.”

      “Good to hear. The facts must be kept straight. I keep all my facts tucked away in my desk, left bottom drawer, in a manila folder marked ‘miscellaneous.’” Reed eyed me for a moment before turning around and leaving.

      He couldn’t have been any clearer.

      I hung around the precinct later than I had planned, late enough for the day shift to clock out, and more specifically, for Reed’s administrative assistant to leave. I had already done a walk-by past his office earlier, but the timing wasn’t right. There were too many uniforms milling around. Getting caught snooping in the big man’s sanctuary wasn’t something I wanted to explain to my superiors.

      To kill time, I called Po Po to see how things were going and let her know I would be home in a couple of days. Our conversation was short, a struggle really to get beyond one-word answers. Luckily, Ryan and Lucy had come home from school, and I got to hear all about Lucy’s day.

      “I painted a big dog, and he was blue,”she said. “And then I painted a flower, and it was blue, and then I painted a sun, and it was blue, and then I painted a caterpillar, and he was blue…”

      By my count, Lucy had painted a total of ten blue things at school. She went on to tell me about snack time; they had orange slices. My heart fell out of my chest as I listened to her. I could have been home now, walking her back from school and hearing about her day firsthand. But no, I had made the decision to pursue a case that, by all accounts, didn’t really matter anymore.

      When I got off the phone, I headed straight to Reed’s office. 

      The coast looked clear. I reached for the knob. For a split second, doubt skipped around inside my head. Had I understood my conversation with the chief correctly? When the knob turned, and I closed the door behind me, I knew I had heard exactly what he wanted me to hear. 

      I hurried over his desk, grabbed the handle to the bottom left drawer and pulled it open.

      Inside were a hanging files. Lying on the bottom was a manila folder labeled “Misc.” Inside of it, I found a small leather-bound book. It was a diary. After flipping through a few pages, I realized Reed had kept a detailed account of all the monthly meetings he had with Detroit's mayor, Leon Briggs.
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      I spent the next two hours holed up in Reed’s office, reading everything he had written in the diary. Most of the questions I had about Garrison and his case were answered right here. Reed was very particular in his note taking. It was as if he knew one day someone would need to know what had happened.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize the mayor really did run that city. Turns out very few people were allowed access to the information on Garrison’s case, but it didn’t stop Reed from writing it all down.

      On numerous occasions, he pointed out that no real evidence tied Garrison to the murders before the Comerica robbery. Reed knew, and so did the other chiefs at the table I had met when I first arrived. Even White knew. But they all ended up following the orders of the mayor. That’s a lot of brass putting their butts on the line for one man. What was it about Mayor Briggs that had these men caving to these insane requests?

      The discovery didn’t stop there. Further reading revealed the attorney general, the prosecutor for the city, and Garrison's defense knew about the lack of evidence. Their job was to make sure the holes were closed.

      It was unbelievable. I felt like I was trapped inside a wild crime novel. Never in a million years would I have suspected something like that could actually happen in real life. Movies? Sure. In the city of Detroit? Apparently.

      It was getting late. I figured his office and desk would not be accessible the next day or any day after, for that matter. So I made sure I had all the information I needed. I took notes and snapped pictures but stopped short of taking anything. If I were to actually tackle the job of revealing the cover-up, common sense would say I would need his notes as evidence. That’s when I realized I was still unsure whether I wanted to create problems for myself. I followed my instincts and left the office.

      I reached my hotel a little after nine. I had “Hot Bath” flashing like a neon sign in my head. I hoped it would help me think through the dilemma that had decided to toy with me.

      I immediately got a bath going and removed my clothes. It felt good to feel the cool air against my skin. The humidity was one thing I would not miss. While I waited for the tub to fill, I poured myself a hefty serving of Jameson, neat. I let the first sip roll around my tongue for a bit—such a familiar and delicious taste. After a few swirls, I let it slip down my throat and warm my chest. That was the liquor’s way of telling me everything would work out. It always did.

      It took a few more sips and a couple more swirls before the tub was filled. I eased myself into the warm waters until I felt my butt touch the bottom. Nothing beats a bath.

      After a few minutes, I started considering my options—to pursue or not to pursue. That was the elephant in the room. Even if I did decide to move forward, it didn’t mean I had to work it. I could just turn over the evidence and my report to my supervisor. Or I could push ahead like I usually would and deal with the fallout.

      Now that I was aware of Mayor Briggs’ involvement, I had to decide whether to confront him. I didn’t feel the need to follow up with Reed at the moment since he’d already given up the mayor. I suspected Briggs ordered the cover-up. Next up was to find out why.

      That seemed to be the only question bouncing around in my head. Why risk so much to frame Garrison? Whatever it was, it had something to do with the mayor. Everyone else appeared to be following his orders; they were too scared not to. There were a lot of influential people falling in line. They could have stood up to him. How big of a son of a bitch was that guy?

      Briggs had persuaded everyone to go along with the cover-up. Okay, everyone’s crooked. Fine, I’ll buy that. Money talks. But how did Briggs know it would work? How did he know the original killer would stop killing so his plan to frame Garrison could work? That’s when it hit me.

      I jumped out of the tub and called White.

      “This is Lieutenant White.”

      “Lieutenant, it’s Agent Kane… he knew.”

      “What are you talking about, Agent?”

      “Briggs. He knew the Carters.”
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      That same night, Mayor Briggs was also twirling his thoughts around. He was busy figuring out what to do with Abby Kane.

      Stevie and the mayor were tucked away in his office, downing glasses of scotch while they did what they did best: schemed. When they heard Agent Kane had caught the killers and they were dead, they celebrated like everyone else. Why not? The giant gorilla on their back had just climbed off. Mayor Briggs had waited a long time for that to happen, and he let himself enjoy it. But like most things in Detroit, the party didn’t last very long.

      Instead of going home, like she should have, Agent Kane chose to stick around and poke her little head where it didn’t belong. She was officially more than an irritant.

      “How can a person be so smart at one thing and a fool at another?” Briggs asked out loud as he leaned back in his leather chair.

      “My sources told me she was at precinct all day.” Stevie said. “That’s not all, though.”

      Briggs shifted his eyes toward Stevie. “What? Spit it out.”

      “I heard she spent time in Reed’s office tonight.”

      “He talked?”

      “He wasn’t there, but I wouldn’t put it past Reed to have left something for her to find. That meticulous motherfucker is a liability. Always was. Should have buried his ass a long time ago.”

      “You know I needed him to make this happen.” Briggs sipped his scotch.

      Stevie sat up in his chair. “Nigga ain’t worth shit now.”

      “I agree he needs to be dealt with, but my concern is with Agent Kane. She’s too close to the stove. Fuck if I’mma get burned.”

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Stevie asked as he fingered the rim of his glass.

      The mayor leaned back into his chair and took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. He was dealing with an FBI agent. She didn’t fall under his command or take orders from the head of the local FBI office. It was hard enough getting Special Agent Tully on board. Still, Briggs knew all those years of giving that man freebie jaunts to Windsor, Canada, for nights in the casinos and the high-end brothels would pay off.

      That was how Briggs had operated for as long as anyone could remember. He would work to win over anyone who had any cachet until they owed him. There were holdouts, though, Reed being one of them.

      Briggs had wanted to appoint Reed to the top position of chief of police for a while. The job would have been the silver lining in a long career in law enforcement, and Reed wanted it—but he didn’t like the baggage that came with it.

      Of course, the mayor realized if he gave Reed the job, it wouldn’t be enough to secure his unwavering loyalty to do his bidding without question. No, no, no. He needed a hook. Reed would need to owe him for a long time. When Mayor Briggs found out about Reed’s sick wife, he didn’t send flowers. Instead, he wiped out the $250,000 balance at the hospital. He then sweetened the pot with a $100,000 credit for future treatments, anonymously, of course.

      It didn’t take Reed long to realize what had happened. He had taken the bait as expected, and now, he was hooked.

      Reed stopped fighting and gave in. They all did eventually. Everyone in the city was a friend of the mayor, and they all wished he were dead. Somehow, Briggs had flipped every single one of them, and now he owned them.

      Simply put, Mayor Briggs had the city by the balls. And he enjoyed squeezing them.
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      White reluctantly agreed to meet me in the lounge area of my hotel.

      “Care to elaborate?” White asked, drink already in hand. I watched him slide into the oversized lounge chair and let out a long breath. The precinct was a ten-minute walk away, yet White acted like he had climbed Mt. Hood to meet me.

      I ignored his antics and continued where I had left off earlier. “Briggs had to have known the Carters. It’s the only way he could guarantee the Garrison cover-up would work. It makes no sense to bully everyone into going along with his plan if it wouldn’t work.”

      “Whoa, wait a minute here. You’re saying Leon Briggs, the mayor of Detroit, was friendly with a couple of serial killers?”

      “Put your hands down and cut the dramatics,” I told him. “You know damn well what I’m saying.”

      White’s flat expression hung steady on his face. I had come on strong, but I was tired of dancing around the bush. He needed to stop hindering the investigation and just get on board.

      “It makes sense,” I said, raising my glass at him. “You know it does.”

      White remained silent. He looked dumbstruck. Apparently, I had rung the truth bell.

      “Did you know?” I asked.

      White licked his lips. “Do you honestly believe Briggs would pal around with a pair of murdering psychopaths?”

      I didn’t bother to answer him. I didn’t feel the need to repeat myself.

      White rubbed his hands together. His face grew tight. “Let me tell you a little about our mayor. He has got a grip on this city like no other.”

      “What do you mean? He tells everyone what to do?”

      “That’s a pretty good way to put it. I already know your next question, so I’ll go ahead and answer it. The few that challenged him…” White shook his head, “they just up and disappeared. Ain’t been seen for years.”

      “So if you’re not with the mayor, you’re against him.”

      White nodded. “We all learned not to question. People accepted the situation they were in, and when asked to do something, they did it. After Garrison was put away, the murders stopped. Whatever questions we had disappeared. Those who might have known, the surveillance team, they’re dead. Whatever answers they had to your questions, they took to their graves.”

      “You just admitted that Garrison was framed.”

      White smiled and finished the last of his drink.

      “So it’s also possible the surveillance team knew more than what you or others were led to believe?”

      White nodded as he crunched on an ice cube.

      “Well, that explains why you didn’t know about the property up north.”

      “Exactly. We didn’t even know the hostages’ names. That’s how secretive it was.”

      We both sat quietly in our chairs, lost in our thoughts about the discussion we were having. Accusing the mayor of having the Carters on his payroll was crazy. Who on earth would believe us? But it made sense. He had to have some relationship or connection with them. For the Carters to stop all public kills for five years when they were trying to frame Garrison was too perfect. But then it clicked for me.

      “That’s it.” I sat up straight.

      “What?” White asked.

      “If the surveillance team did discover the truth about the surviving hostages—the Carters—Briggs could have struck a deal with them. We in law enforcement strike deals with criminals all the time in exchange for testimony. It’s called the Witness Protection Program. And they all go into hiding.”

      “You’re saying he put them in the program?”

      “I know he’s a powerful man, but he’s not that powerful. The mayor put them into his own personal protection program, one that still allowed them to keep on killing, with conditions, of course.”

      White held up his hand and counted off. “No public kills. Concentrate on street people. Bury the bodies. That sounds like a great deal to me. But what does Briggs get in return?”

      “Their services,” I said.
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      I was beat. The conversation with White, the drinks, it all took its toll on me and sent me straight to dreamland as soon as I returned to my room. I wasn’t sure how long I had been out, but I remembered stirring just a tiny bit when I had rolled over until I lay half on my side, half on my stomach—the best position. And I would have been out in a few seconds if it weren’t for that metal clicking noise I swore I had heard.

      It sounded as if someone had just entered my room. My back faced the door, and I had no idea if that person had a weapon or not. Advantage: intruder.

      I heard the faint movement of a shoe brush across the carpet. My skin tingled, sounding the alarm. I had to hurry. I needed to put the bed between the intruder and me. I remembered my weapon being holstered and hanging off the desk chair next to the window side of the bed. I could slide across the sheets, hit the floor, grab my weapon, and throw the drapes open, letting the moonlight shine inside. Advantage: me.

      Everything works in theory.

      I had wasted enough time. I threw off the blanket cover and kicked my legs out. Reaching with my right arm, I grabbed a fistful of sheet and pulled myself over. My legs weren’t long enough to do it all in one movement. I kicked again, and that time I felt the edge of the bed. Just as I sat up and my legs were sliding off the bed, a crushing weight came down, pinning me on my side. 

      My attacker was male, no surprise. I couldn’t recognize him since my face was buried in the pillow. He was heavy, obviously much taller than I. I tried to kick him off, but it was like moving a large block of cement that had fallen on me. I needed to conserve my energy. I had lost whatever advantage I may have had.

      His breathing was labored, and he smelled of alcohol. I hoped that was the advantage coming back my way. Wrong. He flipped me onto my back in one movement and slipped between my naked legs, forcing me open. Is he going to rape me?

      I struggled to no avail. This can’t be happening. And yet it was. I prepared myself mentally for what might come. My hair still obstructed my view, keeping my attacker faceless. I shook my head back and forth to clear it. That’s when he first spoke. 

      “You’re a feisty bitch, ain’t you?” he said.

      That voice. I’ve heard it before. Where?

      Before I could identify him, he started kissing my neck while he mumbled about how he hadn’t had a woman like me. It disgusted me. He gripped both of my wrists and had my arms stretched above my head. He maneuvered a little to pin one of my arms down with his forearm while he grabbed the other. It freed up his other hand. Within seconds, he had unzipped his pants and freed himself. I could feel him pressed up against the side of my stomach, and it made my skin tighten. I felt nauseated as he moved against me. Reality had set in. It was going to happen.

      “Please,” I said, “let me at least get a condom.” I didn’t have any, but I needed to try to create some sort of a diversion. It was my only hope.

      That’s when he said, “Stevie, don’t do condoms.”

      Stevie Roscoe—the mayor’s chief of staff.

      How? Why? He lifted his head up and looked me in the face. He obviously didn’t care that I could recognize him. In fact, he blew the rest of my hair out of my face so I could have a better look. I did. His eyes held their glare on me. He didn’t blink; he just stared into me. He had a frozen smile that revealed blocky teeth. I turned away when he started to thrust. 

      I thought of giving up and letting him get on with it. Maybe it wouldn’t take long. But I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t let myself do that. I wracked my brain for something to say. I still had time to talk him out of it.

      “Why, Stevie? Why are you doing this?”

      “Stevie got a big dick. Stevie goin’ fill you up real nice.”

      Hadn’t he heard a word I had said? “But you work for the mayor.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. But I like fucking hot women.” Stevie had to slide down a little to avoid stabbing my stomach with his erection. He spit into his hand and then reached down between my legs. I felt his coarse fingers rub against my folds. I was losing the battle. I could feel him dragging himself across me, searching for my opening. No, this can’t be happening. 

      Then he found it. 

      Any second now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get ready, bitch,” he said as he looked back up at me, his nose squarely in front of my forehead. 

      Thank you. Advantage had come back to my side. With all the force I could muster, I threw my forehead straight into Stevie’s face, crushing his nose.

      He jerked away, screaming. “You fucking bitch.”

      I wasn’t out of the woods yet. He still lay entirely on top of me, but he had let go of my arms. I shoved my hand down between us and grasped twice. Nothing. I tried it again. That time, I came up with a handful of scrotum. Like a vise grip, my hand clamped on and squeezed as hard as it could. 

      Stevie roared in pain and did his best to move away from me. I didn’t let go of him. I held my grip like my life depended on it. As he rolled over to the side, I rolled on top of him and then off the bed. I reached out for my weapon with my free arm, but it was too far away. I had to let go. 

      Within seconds, I had my weapon drawn and pointed at Stevie, who continued to roll around on the bed in agony. I reached behind me and threw the curtains open to let the moonlight into the room. Stevie sat up at that moment. I couldn’t understand a word he said, but he had recovered.

      “Don’t do it!” I shouted.

      His eyes remained locked on me as forceful breaths snarled through his nostrils like an enraged bull. 

      “Stevie…” I warned. 

      He didn’t listen. Off the bed, he shot, barreling toward me with both arms out. They taught us to “shoot to stop” and shoot “center mass at the academy.” I raised my weapon. Not this time.

      The bullet struck Stevie in the head and threw him back onto the bed. I thought of putting two more slugs into him as I moved over to the desk to turn the lamp on. But the damage I had inflicted was more apparent now. He had a small crater between his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I called 911. A few minutes passed before the units arrived. I told them to secure the area; I would be back. I need to be away from that room, if just a for a few minutes.

      My new room for the night was a couple floors down on the other side of the building. I had a river view. I sat on the bed for a bit, contemplating my situation. I had come close to being raped and most likely killed. I thought about Po Po and the kids. What was the contingency plan if something were to happen to me? I didn’t know. What kind of terrible mother doesn’t have that thought out? Me. That’s who.

      My ego had to understand that it was no longer about the life and times of Abby Kane. I was the parent of two small children and the caretaker of an elderly woman who, in fact, did a whole lot of caretaking back at home. Life didn’t need to revolve around fighting crime. It was about them, too. I wrote down a reminder to increase my life insurance when I returned to San Francisco.

      The other nagging bit bothering me was a sense of loneliness. With my partner gone, I didn’t feel like I had anybody watching my back. The only detectives I trusted were dead. I had no support. Even my supervisor back in San Francisco had no idea what was going on.

      Part of me said, “Go home. Get the hell out of there.” The other part said, “Nail the bastards.” I knew I had outlived my welcome. I didn’t care, though.

      Stevie Roscoe had been sent to kill me that night. That bastard figured he could get a little action beforehand. Now he was dead, and his balls were mush.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the crime scene, CSI had just arrived. I was half a step behind them as we walked through the hallway. A few nosy guests peeked from their rooms, wondering what had happened. 

      Upon entering the room, I noticed a pair of suits whispering in the far corner of the room, near the body. Detectives? They didn’t look familiar. Trust no one, Abby.
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      It didn’t take long for the crime-fighting duo to make their way over to me. They were white males dressed in dark blue suits. They looked young—recently promoted most likely, considering the call came in at two in the morning. Neither of them cracked a smile or showed any warmth. Trust no one, Abby.

      “Agent Kane?” The taller one asked as he took out a notepad.

      “That’s me.”

      “Sorry about what happened to you tonight.” He motioned with his head. 

      I acknowledged his attempt at compassion.

      “I’m Detective Rolland Russo. This is my partner, Detective Denny Hopper.”

      Hopper stuck his hand out for a quick shake. Russo continued with his cold approach. I told them everything that had happened and answered their questions. Russo asked not a single question more than needed to conduct a capable investigation. I knew where it was headed: nowhere. I would be folded into the cover-up. Everyone here played for the same team.

      “If we’re done, I’d like to head over to the hospital so I can have a rape kit administered.”

      The iceman looked up from his notepad. “You think that’s necessary?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “Well, according to your answers, you weren’t really raped,” he said, looking down at his notes. “Plus, there’s a body. So…?”

      I couldn’t believe that jackass. What kind of cop tries to deter a victim of a sexual assault from completing a rape kit? I bet things would be different if iceman here had some guy trying to poke his way into his behind. The guy was thick. He made Madero seem brilliant. 

      I leaned in. “I’m going to have the hospital administer the rape kit. While they’re doing that, I’m going to film it on my phone. And then, I’m going to personally deliver the kit to you,” I said, holding up the business card he gave me earlier. “If that evidence goes missing, whether you are involved with it or not, I will open a federal investigation on you for tampering with evidence. I will make it my lifelong mission to see to it you suffer in ways your small brain couldn’t possibly fathom.” 

      Before the ape could answer, I did a one-eighty and walked out of the room. Time was a factor with rape kits. And yes, I knew Stevie Roscoe was dead on the floor, but considering how corrupt that city was, I wanted to make sure everything having to do with my attack didn’t conveniently disappear.
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      Two hours later, I made good on my promise by hand-delivering the kit to Detective Russo at the central precinct. I, of course, filmed myself handing it over and then him checking it into evidence. He was not impressed, to say the least. Fine by me; I wasn’t trying to be his buddy.

      I swung by White’s office later on the off chance he would be an early bird, in at 6:30 a.m. No such luck. The door to his office was closed, and the lights were off. My next stop was the office Wilkinson, and I had been using. What I found inside triggered a sudden coldness throughout my body. 

      The room had been completely cleared of all the case files and any trace of Wilkinson and I working in there. It was now a fully functioning office for some other person. And it looked as though that person had been in there for years. What was going on? 

      There was a single desk with a leather chair behind it. File cabinets lined the walls, and a current calendar hung on the wall. There were even family pictures. From what I could gather, the office belonged to an Officer McCormack. The name didn’t ring a bell. I knew I was tired, but I certainly wasn’t imagining things. It was the right office. I was sure of it. Just yesterday, I had sat right where those file cabinets were. 

      My instinct was to head straight to White’s office, but then I remembered I had already tried that. I wrote a note for White to contact me and slipped it under his door. Trust no one, Abby.

      I left the precinct tired and confused. The sun had already started to rise, and it felt comforting against my skin. It was one of the few times I appreciated the temperature. 

      What am I still doing here? My investigation is over. I should have been on a plane heading home yesterday. This was not my fight. Nor was it my problem. I should’ve listened to myself that day. I made a lot of sense right then. 

      I’m sure whoever sent Stevie Roscoe after me knew he was dead and could possibly come after me again. That’s not usually something I would shy away from, except the situation at home was different. I had two kids and a mother-in-law counting on my return. 

      I flagged a passing taxi and jumped into the back seat. I had a decision to make. I could either get the hell out of town or head straight toward the beast.
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      The cab screeched to a stop at 9240 Dwight Street. I handed the driver thirty bucks and stepped out. I followed the long oval driveway that led to a Spanish colonial-style mansion. I looked at my watch; it was nearing 7:00 a.m. He should be home.

      I had not personally met the mayor of Detroit, but I had seen his picture hanging in the precinct. He looked charismatic if I were to judge him by his picture alone. But I knew that wasn’t the case. He had a tight grip on that city, and no one made a move without him knowing about it. Time to find out if the mayor sent Stevie Roscoe after me.

      The house appeared quiet. I wondered about his family and whether he had kids. If he did, they would be up by now. 

      Instead of knocking on the large double oak doors, I stepped off to the side from the front entrance and peeked through a window. I wasn’t taking any chances. I removed my weapon from its holster.

      If he had anything to do with sending Stevie after me, I could bet he hadn’t changed his mind. As far as I was concerned, I was on my own out here. It would be very easy to make me disappear.

      No signs of life so far. I moved around to the left side of the house and peeked through the windows lining the mansion—still no movement inside.

      A wrought-iron gate blocked the path ahead. It wasn’t locked, so I proceeded until I reached the back of the property. A garden and more pathways were leading to a pool. Beyond that was the Detroit River. 

      I stuck close to the walls of the mansion, doing my best to look invisible. It seemed odd that I had gotten that far on the mayor’s property without alerting anyone. There were no visual signs of guards, and I didn’t get the impression I had tripped any alarms, but my gut had started to churn, a sure sign things weren’t right. 

      I stopped just short of the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the outdoor patio. About twenty feet from me were French doors leading inside. I listened for a moment before taking a peek. Again, the house appeared empty. I was starting to think no one was home.

      I stood up for a better look. That time, I planted my face against the window and used my hand to help diminish the glare on the glass. The patio led straight into a large open kitchen. I didn’t see signs that breakfast had been prepared or eaten. Maybe he’s out of town? His alibi? I found myself asking the same question again: do I stick around, or do I get the hell out of here?

      The hand that grabbed my hair and yanked me back gave me my answer.
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      The first thing I became aware of when I opened my eyes was that I hurt. My face, mostly. My left cheek throbbed, and my mouth tasted metallic. I tried to recall what had happened, but it all took place so fast. The second thing that grabbed my attention was a tightly wound rope cutting into my arms. I was tied to a wooden chair, and my shoes were missing. 

      I looked around as best I could. The structure was relatively small, maybe eight feet by twelve feet. Gardening tools hung along one wall, and lawn-maintenance equipment lined the other side. There were bags stacked high behind me—fertilizer most likely. The only source of light was a small window. I figured I was in the shed I had seen earlier in the garden.

      Time was not on my side. I knew I had to get out of there. Whoever tied me up had plans to come back. I worked to free my hands, but duct tape had them secured tightly behind the chair. A dull pain was noticeable in both of my shoulders. It felt like any sudden movement might pop them out of their sockets.

      I wasn’t sure how long I had been unconscious, but gauging from the temperature in the shack, it couldn’t have been long. But I knew if the temperature outside increased to triple digits, I would literally baked alive inside that tin oven. Maybe that’s the plan?
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        * * *

      

      A slap to the face woke me up again. The heat reminded me of where I was. My tongue was sticky, and my throat was scratchy. Sweat seemed to be leaking from every pore on my body. My jeans and blouse both clung to me like thirsty sponges. I no longer had any feeling in my shoulders and part of my arm.

      Another slap to the face got me to focus on the man sitting in front of me.

      “It was you,” was all I could manage.

      A smile grew across Leon Briggs’ face before he slapped me once more. That last one had him giggling.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Why? Bitch, you know why. You brought this upon yourself. Investigating shit, you’re not supposed to be investigating. That’s your downfall. You think it’s what makes you good at what you do. Uh-huh.”

      “I get it,” I said. I lifted my head so I could look at him. “I could have gone home after capturing the Carters, but I didn’t. I was told to forget about Blade Garrison, but I didn’t. I had numerous warnings, and I ignored them all. But that’s not my downfall. No, that’s exactly how I solve crimes. I investigate everything.”

      Briggs leaned in, his eyes dark held steady on me. Sweat snaked its way along the sides of his face. “You must have been a nosy kid growing up, always in everyone’s business. I bet you weren’t liked much. Still aren’t, right? Yeah, I know the type.”

      He took a handkerchief out from his pocket and wiped his forehead, then folded it back up neatly. And then he slapped me again.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle after that one.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “I was going to say you slap like a bitch, but then it dawned on me that I know a bitch, and she slaps harder than you.”

      I must have been struck hard after that because I don’t remember anything but him waking me up again. That time, I decided I would do the talking.

      “I know about the Carters. When you found out about them from the surveillance team, you opted to put them into your own version of a witness protection program. You used them like they worked for you. That was the deal in exchange for their freedom, right? Then you set them loose on the street, people.”

      “Genius, isn’t it?” Briggs said as he relaxed his posture a bit and let his ego show. “That’s what I call being creative with the situation. Now people love coming to downtown Detroit. It’s vibrant. Restaurants have reopened. It doesn’t smell like piss. What’s not to like?”

      I spit to drain my mouth. “You didn’t cut a deal with them to clean up the city. That was a byproduct. You wanted them for something else, an ace in your back pocket.”

      Even though he still had a grin on his face, I knew he had understood what I had said. And he didn’t deny any of it. 

      “You used them to kill the RRs. That was your plan all along, wasn’t it? You realized Katherine wanted revenge for her father, but she really didn’t know who the RRs were, did she? You filled her in. You told her everything she needed to know. That’s why she didn’t try to go after them sooner.”

      We stared at each other, neither saying a word. Briggs wasn’t about to confirm any of what I had just said.

      “You have a wild imagination, Agent,” he finally said.

      “Why did you suddenly want them dead?” I asked.

      Briggs didn’t respond.

      Why? I asked myself again. But then I realized it wasn’t about the why; it was about the how. 

      “I’m sorry. I just realized I’ve been asking you the wrong questions, Mr. Mayor.” 

      He shifted in his seat, but I’d like to think he squirmed. 

      “Only the right question can yield the right answer. You see, it’s not so much why would you kill them. It’s more about how—how did you know they existed?”

      The politician continued to fidget like a little boy caught in a lie. I asked him once again, articulating each word. “How. Did. You. Know?”

      For the first time, I watched his smile diminish in size. Hardin had been right all along.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      It was my turn to grin and chuckle. It all made perfect sense. 

      Briggs was the sixth RR.
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      “You’re one of the RRs.”

      Briggs sat there unresponsive, so I continued.

      “You were the silent one. Only Dennis Walters knew about you.”

      Briggs swallowed. I had him feeling uncomfortable. The tiny rippling that appeared near the rear of his clenched jaw confirmed my suspicions. “What’s your connection to Walters? The group was tight, and they all worked at GM. Don’t take this personally, but you don’t seem like GM material.”

      Finally, Briggs spoke. “I worked for the union.”

      “Now it makes sense. You helped ease the closings on your side of the fence, and in return… what did you get? Money? Favors you could call in down the line? The RRs all went on to be successful in the auto industry. It would be advantageous for the mayor to be friendly with them, right? That is until one of them gets a conscience. Is that what happened? Did Dennis Walters start to feel guilty in his old age? Were you worried he might spill the beans, write a tell-all memoir? Huh? Should I speak slower?”

      I knew mouthing off wasn’t helping me out of that situation, but it sure felt good. I wished I would have had a plan, but I hadn’t made much progress with loosening my hands.

      “You’re a lot smarter than I thought, Agent,” Briggs said, surprisingly calm.

      “Your plan was to get rid of the Carters once the RRs were out of the picture, wasn’t it? That’s why I was brought in. You knew I would catch them. But why did you get rid of all the files on the hostages? Why cover up that information?”

      “If you had that knowledge, you would have caught them a lot sooner than I would have liked, Agent.”

      “So you gave the Carters just enough room to do the job, but not too much that I wouldn’t catch them. That’s a tough formula to figure out.”

      The mayor laughed. “Please, I had a contingency plan in place in the event you turned out to be too dumb. But I knew you would solve it.”

      “And in the end, the Carters would either end up dead or end up in prison for life. The best-case scenario.” 

      “It’s the perfect plan, isn’t it?” Briggs’ chuckling grew into contained laughter. 

      I couldn’t believe it. I was a pawn who, like everyone else, did the bidding of the mayor. Now what? Was there more to his plan?

      I wasn’t sure if I imagined it or not, but after a few more seconds, I recognized a siren, and it was getting closer. My luck had changed. The funny thing, though—Briggs was still relishing in his success and hadn’t stopped patting himself on the back for a job well done.

      “That siren isn’t for me, is it?” I asked.

      “Oh, no, no, no. You see, there’s been a breach at the property of the mayor’s residence. Some nut was seen walking around with a gun.” Briggs put on a pair of leather gloves that he removed from the front pocket of the jacket he had on. He then reached behind him and pulled my weapon from the back of his pants. He placed it on the shelf next to him. He then removed a second handgun from his pants. 

      “I feared for my life,” he said. “So I locked and loaded my personal firearm, allowed me by the Second Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, for my protection.”

      Briggs pulled the slide back on his Glock and chambered a round.

      “I saw someone run into the shed. I was positive they had a gun.”

      Briggs stood up and opened the door to the shed. He then picked up my gun and fired two rounds at the house before returning it to the shelf.

      “I went outside to investigate. That’s when I saw the intruder in the shed firing at me.”

      Briggs started walking backward. “I had no choice. I had to defend myself.”

      He raised his gun and took aim at me. A beat later, he fired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes and saw Briggs lying face down on the lawn. Lieutenant White stood behind him, holding his gun with rigid arms. It took a few seconds for me to realize that Briggs had not fired his weapon.

      White had yet to move from his firing position. His eyes were locked onto Briggs, looking for any sort of movement. Neither one of us said anything. I drew a sharp breath, unaware of how long I had been holding it—enough to grab White’s attention as he looked at me. He slowly lowered his weapon. Seconds later, he untied my hands.

      “He had it all set up,” I said, squinting. “There was a break-in.”

      “I know. I got your note right around the time I got a call from him.”

      White cut the last of the tape, freeing my hands. My shoulders felt better immediately. “You were in on this.”

      “Sort of. Normally Stevie Roscoe would have arranged for the officers to come out, but that wasn’t going to happen. Lucky for you, Briggs called me.”

      “Why did you shoot him?”

      “I couldn’t let him kill you. He had taken enough innocent lives in this town. It had to stop. The time had come to chop the head off the snake. If I didn’t do it,” White motioned around with his hand, “this would all continue, and I don’t think I could have taken it anymore.”

      I looked at the mayor’s body. “What now?”

      “This is an easy clean-up,” White said with a smile. “A call from the mayor’s residence came in a little after 9:00 a.m. An intruder had entered the premises. Officers were dispatched but arrived too late. It’s unfortunate, but the mayor was found shot to death.” White handed me back my weapon. “He has no friends, you know? Everyone will eagerly go along with what happened.”

      “But your gun… it was⁠—”

      White waved his hand. “It’s not my gun. Don’t worry about the details, Agent.”

      I stood up and walked out of the shed, shielding my eyes from the morning sun. I walked over to where Briggs lay—glad he was face down. I looked back at White. “He was the sixth RR, you know.”

      White put his hands up. “The less I know, the better. I just want to focus on things getting back to normal. I got a wedding coming.”

      I remembered trying to smile, but I had felt conflicted. Yet another cover-up in the making, and I had taken part in it. Was that what it had come to? I had always done what was right. Going along with White’s plan, that wasn’t who I was. Yet, for some reason, it didn’t bother me like I imagined it would. It could have been because that dead bastard on the ground tried to kill me twice.

      “Don’t overthink it,” White said as he walked over to where I stood. “You did well. Sometimes justice presents itself in strange ways.”

      Was justice served? Was that indeed, the end? Even though we had cut off the head, there was no guarantee another wouldn’t grow in its place.

      But that wasn’t my problem. It was Detroit’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      As much as I didn’t want to, White convinced me to spend a day in the hospital for observation instead of heading home. True to his word, no one came to question me about what had happened at the mayor’s residence. I had been filtered out of the situation.

      I lay in bed and watched the media report of the murder of Mayor Briggs, just the way White said it would go down. The sentiment—a terrible incident, and Mayor Briggs would be missed. 

      As for Stevie, well, it was reported that he’d been missing for a few days. Don’t ask me how they covered up his body at the hotel. I’m sure my rape kit no longer exists. 

      As far as the general public knew, Mayor Briggs discovered his chief of staff had a drug problem and planned on firing him before he disappeared. Of course, that led Metro Detroit Police to investigate Stevie’s disappearance and his possible connection with the Mayor’s death. It looked like Stevie Roscoe would take the fall.

      When I first arrived in Detroit and discovered Garrison might have been framed, I never would have suspected what my investigation would uncover. How could so many people entrusted with upholding the law disregard their duties and the oath they had taken? The irony was, I had found myself in the same position. And yet somehow, in my head, I had justified it. I knew it was wrong, but we had gotten rid of a larger, more dangerous type of wrong in return. Right?
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        * * *

      

      Not once had I thought about Detroit after leaving. I didn’t miss the Coney Island restaurants or the urban decay. I was happy to put that case behind me. I had almost gotten away with it until Lieutenant White sent me an email. He had attached a picture of his daughter at her wedding. She looked beautiful, and the reception looked expensive; good thing he kept his job. He mentioned he had two more months until retirement. I wrote him back and congratulated him.

      I was back to regular hours and able to spend time with Ryan and Lucy. Every weekend, the kids and I, and sometimes Po Po, would explore a nearby neighborhood or a city. Occasionally, we would spend the entire day there, and sometimes only a few hours. We had one rule; we had to pick a different location each time until we saw all of the Bay Area. 

      Last weekend we rode BART across the bay and trounced around the city of Berkeley. We shopped on 4th Street, had lunch at Cheeseboard Pizza, got ice cream at the Ici Ice Cream shop, and much more. 

      Of course, being in Berkeley reminded me of Wilkinson, but I didn’t dwell on it. I thought that was a good thing. It meant I was moving on. I had given enough to those emotions. And to be honest, my kids brought me so much happiness. There was no way I could be sad. They kept me looking forward instead of back. And I was grateful for that.

      Po Po continued to passive-aggressively fight me for mothering duties, but my mom skills had significantly improved; soon, I would have the edge. Just yesterday, I had returned from my run early and beat her to breakfast. The kids had eggs that day. Hooray.

      As far as I could tell, I was on pace again to beat her to breakfast. I was wrapping up another morning run and approaching my favorite part on Stockton Avenue, right by Washington Square. It was there that three dogs always slept stretched out across the sidewalk. The city had turned a blind eye to them since they were so loved by the neighborhood. Their names were Salametti, Finocchiona, and Sopressata, or Sala, Fino, and Sata for short. 

      The three dogs spent most of their time outside of Fanelli’s Deli. They really belonged to Mr. Marziello, the owner of the deli. Regardless, everyone helped take care of the animals. People would even sign up on a list to walk them. I liked the dogs for one other reason; at my height, they were perfectly spaced apart that I could relive my days of track and field. I ran the 110-meter hurdles.

      When I approached my first sleeping hurdle, usually it was Sala, I pretended I had heard the starting gun crack and flew out of the starting block.

      My left leg shot straight out while my right leg lifted up and out to a horizontal position, bent at the knee. My right arm reached ahead while my left arm pulled itself back. I had perfect form. Years of training had resurfaced and taken over. Three strides—hurdle. Three strides—hurdle. When I sailed over Fino, my favorite of the three, I smiled and thought to myself:

      You still got it, Abby.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amazon Forest

      

      

      The symphony of the rainy season had returned to the Amazon. Large drops fell from the treetops, hammering huge, paddle-shaped leaves and thumping the ground like a bass drum. Deafening, wet, but not enough to slow the teen’s efforts. His bare feet continued to grip the earth as if it were dry.

      Whack! Whack! Whack!

      His hands attacked the wet hanging vines, slapping them out of his way as he dodged mossy tree trunks and hurdled thick, exposed roots. He had navigated that trail countless times. He could do it blindfolded. He practically was.

      Whatever sunlight was left in the day lacked the strength to punch through the thick canopy of the jungle. With every passing second, the shadows around him faded together, forming the inevitable darkness that would envelop the slippery terrain. It forced his eyes and ears to work harder at navigating. It wasn’t a worry. He was born in the jungle. It was his backyard. Nothing could stop him from moving at full speed. Nothing could prevent him from reaching his village. Nothing except the thing chasing him.

      At first, the boy kept a pace that had him thinking he was in the clear, but when he heard movement behind him, he realized he had misjudged his pursuer’s speed. Impossible, he thought. How could that thing have caught up? He forced his eyes to adjust to the dark and willed his legs to move faster. He wasn’t the only one.

      Sooner than he expected, the burn in his thighs set off a warning: slow down or run the risk of losing all power. How much longer could he maintain his speed? He didn’t want to know the answer.

      Ten minutes, he kept repeating to himself. That was the distance separating him from the safety of his village. He had to hang on for ten more minutes. Fail, and he would face the terror behind him.

      He shook those thoughts from his head and concentrated on moving. By then, the rain had soaked him to the bone. It snaked its way down his face, forcing him to wipe his eyes clear every few feet. Or were those tears? He couldn’t tell.

      Suddenly, flashes of movement appeared on either side of him. What was that? Could there be more than one chasing him? He shook his head and told himself to focus. The jungle was playing tricks on his eyes. His ears would have to take the lead. And when they did, the throaty growl behind him grew louder.

      With the spring of a panther, the boy hurdled over a half-rotted tree stump; so did the thing behind him. The loud smacking of leaves and vines behind him grew louder. Whatever it was, it had caught up.

      At times, it sounded as if the beast had backed off, but at other times, it appeared as if it were off to his side, ready to flank him. Again he asked himself how something could move with such agility. Nothing he knew of in the jungle could move like that—nothing human or animal.

      Worry exploded into fear and ravaged his body like never before. No matter how hard he tried, he could not lose what was chasing him. Tears flowed freely from his eyes, and muffled cries escaped between breaths. His head shook. His eyes widened. His heart thumped against his chest. “Faster. Faster. Faster!” it shouted. It took the young man all he had to keep trying. He willed his legs to move quicker, but they wouldn’t; they couldn’t. At times, it felt like that thing hunting him was right on his heels, able to strike at any moment, but nothing happened. How could something so close not strike?

      And then it all made sense. It was toying with him. It chose to extend the chase. The situation had worsened more than he ever could have imagined, and the hope of reaching his village safely dimmed.

      He darted to the left then to the right. No matter the path or the direction, he could not escape that growl. But there was hope. He had an idea.

      A large tree had fallen across the trail earlier in the week. Impossible to see in the dark, but the boy knew exactly where it lay. Whatever was chasing him would run smack into the trunk, break a leg even. He could hear it gaining once again. Maybe it, too, knew the village was near. It was no more than a few steps behind. He hurried. The tree trunk was just ahead. Five steps. Four. Three. Two. Jump!

      Upside down, sideways, right side up, the jungle spun around him then stopped.

      The boy lay dazed on the jungle floor. He couldn’t have tripped. He leapt at the right moment. Yet, there he lay on his back, staring up at the treetops.

      Footsteps off to the side quickly gained his attention. The slow stepping appeared to be methodical as they circled him. Was he being sized up? Was this still a game? Before he could react or give it more thought, his attacker pounced on him, thrusting his shoulders against the ground. The boy twisted his body, looking for a way out. It was useless.

      Rapid breaths forced his chest up and down. This time, the instigator was fear, not exhaustion. His attacker leaned forward, close enough that he could feel blasts of hot air against his face and glimpse the black eyes staring at him.

      Noooooo!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lately I’ve resorted to something I’m ashamed to admit: sneaking bites. Ever since I discovered the Ghirardelli Square landmark, I’ve made it a habit to keep a few of the famous chocolate bars at home or in my purse. My daughter, Lucy, was at the age where she had to have a little of everything I ate. Usually it’s not a problem to share, but this past Sunday I was down to my last bar, so I hid in my bathroom where she couldn’t find me. Terrible, I know, but it was my last piece, and for once I didn’t want to have to share it.

      It was Wednesday afternoon. The skies were clear, and the fog was absent—a perfect day in San Francisco. We lived within walking distance of North Beach Elementary School, and my job with the Federal Bureau of Investigation was flexible enough that I could leave the office on some afternoons to walk my children home.

      I arrived as the bell signaled the end of the school day. Cars were already lined up along the sidewalk. I didn’t envy the parents who sat in their luxury vehicles tapping away on their phones or tablets. They were the ones missing out. I could have easily picked my kids up that way, but then I wouldn’t have the playful walk home with them. I like to think that makes me a good mom.

      Ryan, my oldest at eight, usually made it to our meeting spot first. Little Lucy was five, and her teacher was required to escort her class to the front of the school. From there, I would watch her run the remaining twenty feet to me.

      While I waited, I kicked a pebble around and enjoyed the warmth of the sun; the temperature remained in the mid-70s. I pulled my hair back and twisted it into a bun. Lately, the weight was bothering me. Normally shoulder length, over the year it had slowly crept down my back. I desperately needed a trim, but I had myself convinced those shops that only did blowouts were all I needed. I wore tennis shoes, jeans, and a hoodie—my comfort clothes. When I first took a job with the FBI, I was a pantsuit type of gal. Lately, I had come to reserve them for colder days or impressing the brass at special occasions.

      “Hi, Abby.”

      I looked up and saw Ryan walking toward me. Yes, he calls me by my first name, but I understand. He was old enough when his father and I married to remember his biological mother, and I’m not her, so I don’t take it personally.

      “Hey. How was school today?” I gave him a hug and a kiss and nearly poked my eye out. I still wasn’t used to him wearing gel in his hair. He’d started spiking it a month ago. He said all the other boys did it. I’m glad he didn’t ask to get the tips dyed red. He tugged on his jeans, and I noticed they were starting to ride a bit too high. They grow so fast. I remember when we first met; his head was even with my belly. Now we’re at that stage where every hug sends his face smack into my boobs. Not ideal.

      “It was cool. We played kickball during recess, and I kicked a homerun to win the game.”

      “That’s great,” I said as I high-fived him. “With that leg of yours, we should sign you up for soccer.”

      Ryan squinted as he looked up at me. “That would be cool.”

      “Hold still,” I said as I licked my finger and cleaned a spot off his cheek.

      “Abby?” He squirmed away from my finger

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think I could go to camp this summer?”

      Camp? What does he mean by camp? Like the whole family up in the mountains, sleeping in tents? I had never actually been camping, at least not in the whole set-up-a-tent-and-roast-marshmallows-around-the-fire type of deal. My father preferred hunting, and so did I. We would spend the day hunting with a guide and then be back in a cozy lodge or hotel by sundown. The closest we came to sleeping in tents was under the African stars, but those tents were majestic and included a butler.

      “Well, I would have to check on when I could get time off and if Lucy⁠—”

      “No, not you guys. Just me. It’s a camp for kids.” He stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a brochure that looked like it had been studied more than that National Geographic I know he hides under his bed. “A bunch of my friends are going.”

      When he handed the brochure over, it practically fell apart in my hands. The title on the front flap read Camp Waanaki. There were pictures of cheery kids swimming in a lake, hiking, performing arts and crafts, and sitting around a campfire; the buildings were even log cabins. I completely understood why he wanted to go. It looked like a lot of fun. Still, I knew nothing about summer camp, and the thought of sending Ryan to the woods under some stranger’s supervision had me on cautious alert.

      “Look, let me do a little research, and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “All right,” he said. “But don’t take forever. Sign-ups are ending soon.”

      I knew that answer was crappy, but I didn’t know how I felt about it. He had managed to throw me a curve ball. Before I could give it more thought, something slammed into my left leg.

      “Mommy!”

      I looked down and saw my daughter wrapped around my limb. Our neighbor’s dog had a habit of attacking everyone’s leg, and Lucy thought it was funny to mimic him. I pried her off right as she started to thrust.

      “Sheesh, Lucy,” Ryan said as he rolled his eyes.

      I lifted her up and hugged her. “Mommy’s so happy to see you. Did you have a great day?”

      “I did. I made you a picture.”

      I removed a tissue from my purse and wiped her nose. “We can hang it on the refrigerator when we get home, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Even though Lucy was growing, I loved carrying her for a bit. She hadn’t sprouted like her brother, and I like to think she’ll be short like me. Ryan will be tall like his father. I know we don’t share DNA, but let me have this moment.

      As we headed back home, I again thought how perfect the day was. Nothing could spoil it, nothing but the ringing in my pocket. I fished out my cell. It was my supervisor, Special Agent Scott Reilly.

      “Abby Kane speaking.”

      “Abby, we found him.”

      “Who?”

      “The guy you’ve been hunting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Reilly was never one for small talk. He said to get back to the office as quickly as I could and hung up. I knew the second I noted how lovely the day was, I had jinxed it.

      I picked up the pace on our walk home and got the kids settled in with Po Po, my mother-in-law. She had just finished making grilled cheese sandwiches for them.

      “Sorry to dump and run, but duty calls,” I said to her.

      “It’s fine. I like my alone time with my grandchildren,” she said with a smile as she brushed her hands against her blue nightgown. Or was it a dress? I could never tell the difference between her night- and daywear.

      Po Po and I have had an ongoing battle over who’s better at taking care of the kids for as long as I could remember. The way she saw it, Chinese women were supposed to stay home and take care of the family. Yeah, well, someone had to bring home the pork buns.

      Anyway, I had promised myself shortly after losing my husband, Peng, that I would take care of his kids and raise them as my own. It was harder than I’d thought. Peng and I had only been married for six months. The kids didn’t know me very well, and Po Po never approved of her son dating a woman who had a career. But I know that wasn’t entirely the reason why she was against it. I was only half Chinese, which clearly wasn’t Chinese enough. The marriage drove her chi sin.⁠1 Even with my black hair and almond-shaped eyes, she would refer to me, when speaking to her friends, as “that Irish woman.” It didn’t help that my own mother thought I was a lala⁠2 until I married a man. It’s a miracle I didn’t grow up having an identity crisis.

      As I gathered my stuff and headed for the door, Po Po’s snacks elicited cheers from Lucy. Damn! I had lost that round, but I was hopeful for a reprieve later in the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I arrived at the FBI Regional Offices inside the Philip Burton Federal Building on Golden Gate Avenue. When I exited the elevator at the thirteenth floor, I sensed an immediate buzz in the air, enough to elevate conversations and give everyone a purposeful look. A tingle shivered its way through my body as I joined the hustle and jostled my way forward. Times like that got me pumped.

      The agency was on high alert. Agents were either hurrying in and out of offices, fast-tapping on their laptops, or gathered in small circles for tight-lipped conversations. I recognized a group; a few from the Oakland office had shown up. One I knew fairly well: Agent Tracy House.

      A few months ago, I lent a bit of insight to a case she had been working on. Nothing major, but it was enough for her to turn the corner on the investigation. A doctor in Alameda had a habit of defrauding Medicare. He overbilled the government for a total of $5.6 million during an eight-year period. We had worked well together and liked each other’s company enough to grab a bite to eat every now and then. We always promised to do more but had never made it happen.

      “Tracy.” I smiled. “What brings you to my neighborhood?”

      She smiled back and shook my outstretched hand. “Good to see you again, Abby. We were actually called in by your boss. He needed more bodies.”

      Bodies? For what? She immediately recognized the look on my face, but we were interrupted before she could fill me in.

      “Abby!”

      I swung my head in the direction of the voice and spotted Reilly standing in the hall.

      “We’ll talk later.” I gave her a squeeze to the arm before catching up with my supervisor. He barely waited before he turned on his heel and headed down the hall.

      “I have someone I want you to meet,” he said, looking back at me.

      I followed him into a large conference room. A few agents were gathered at the back of the room, talking quietly amongst themselves. I don’t think they even noticed us. Near the front of the room stood another agent, one I had never met before. He was busy hooking a laptop up to the projector.

      “Abby, this is Agent Vincent Stone. He’s the one who found your guy.”

      Stone focused his attention on us and stuck his hand out. “Glad to meet you. I’m sure you have a million questions.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “Vincent will lead the briefing today,” Reilly said.

      “Briefing? Today?”

      “Sorry, Abby. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. Not only is your guy back in the States, he’s here in San Francisco. We plan on hitting his location as soon as the team is briefed.”

      I stood there flabbergasted. I had just gone from lead investigator on my case to agent waiting to be briefed. What the hell…?

      “The briefing isn’t for another fifteen minutes. He can fill you in on the details.” Reilly turned around and left me in a room full of awkward.

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I had been investigating Arnulfo Carson-Ballard since my first day on the job; he was the first case handed over to me. We discovered that the financial guru had been running a Ponzi scheme that bilked a small group of investors out of $175 million in only four years. That’s a lot of money in a short amount of time. The interesting thing here was that all of his victims were rich single women. Apparently, Ballard’s financial talents played second fiddle to his romantic ways. Right as I got close to nabbing him, he disappeared like a ghost. No traces, none whatsoever. The case had gone cold until I received Reilly’s call today.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Stone said.

      No you don’t.

      He squinted at me, accenting the crow’s feet around his eye. “The fact that I found him was pure luck.”

      Of course it was. I bet you’re one of those people who always wins lottery scratchers, too. “How?” I finally managed, wondering if his smile could be any cheesier.

      Stone went on to tell me about a diving trip he took with a few buddies in the Caymans. While there, he met a girl. She had broken up with her boyfriend and had been drinking. A lot. Long story short, she wanted to get back at her ex by having sex with the first man she came into contact with. Stone got lucky. It didn’t take long before their pillow talk turned to talk about her boyfriend, Ballard, and his business. He had heard about my case, and a few checks the next day confirmed that the Ballard his bedmate spoke of was the same Ballard wanted by the FBI.

      “Where’s the girlfriend now?” I asked.

      Stoned stopped fiddling and looked up. “She’s in the custody of Cayman officials awaiting extradition back to the U.S.”

      “Is she involved?”

      “I believe she’s the one who befriended the women before making the introduction to Ballard. From then on, she defused any concerns the women had.”

      “So if they had questions about Ballard, they would ask her.”

      “She kept them calm. Their targets were lonely women, and the two played off of it.”

      “He must have really pissed her off,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Nah, I get the feeling it’s a love-hate relationship between the two. She picked the wrong guy for a one-nighter.”

      I watched him move his finger along the trackpad of the laptop. Projected on the HD screen in front of me was the desktop of his computer. The cursor arrow settled on a folder titled Ballard, and he clicked it open. A title card with our guy’s name on it appeared. “I think I got everything ready,” he said as he clapped his hands.

      I had more questions, but time had run out, and agents were filing into the room and taking seats. All told, sixteen personnel had shown up. At fifteen minutes on the dot, Reilly walked back in.

      “If I could have your attention, Agents. Thank you. If you haven’t already heard, we’re here today because we have located Arnulfo Carson-Ballard, a.k.a. the Prince.”

      Reilly allowed a brief round of applause before continuing. “We haven’t had eyes on him or heard one word from the Prince for eight months, that is, until a few days ago when Agent Stone had an off-chance meeting with the girlfriend in the Cayman Islands. I’ll let him fill you in on the details.”

      Stone motioned for the lights, and everyone focused on the large screen on the wall. A picture of a sultry woman appeared and elicited a bunch of whistles from the peanut gallery.

      “This beautiful bombshell is Nina Vazquez. She’s a fashion model from Portugal and the long-time girlfriend of Mr. Ballard.”

      I interrupted Stone. “Excuse me. You said she’s the long-time girlfriend. How come I haven’t heard of her before?”

      “Good question. This is Agent Abby Kane, the agent officially charged with investigating the case. The reason nobody here, or you, Agent, has heard of her is because she spent almost all of her time living in Lisbon and working exclusively in Paris. Through my brief interrogation before leaving the Caymans, I learned that both parties downplayed their relationship. It helped with the scam.”

      “Seems like a fashion model would make plenty of money. Why help her boyfriend steal?” I continued.

      “She wanted more.”

      Wow, insightful. Thanks for blowing me away. I strained not to follow up with an eye roll.

      Agent Stone spent the next ten minutes informing the other agents of what he had told me earlier. Once the agents in the room finished cheering Stone for his conquests, he continued with a picture of the Prince.

      “We don’t know why he came back to the States, but we have reason to believe he is staying at the home of a Korean real estate developer in Pacific Heights. As far as we know, they’re friends, and the developer is not involved in the Ponzi scheme.”

      Ten minutes of background later, the tactical part of the briefing commenced. The plan was simple: hit Ballard’s location as soon as possible. He wasn’t a violent individual, but Reilly upped the manpower anyway. I suspect he didn’t want to risk the Prince slipping through the Bureau’s hands again.
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      The decision to wait for sundown came later from the Special Agent-in-Charge of the tactical aspects of the operation. It would help with the element of surprise, and to be honest, we needed the time to get the plan right. Reilly had long ago sent agents in disguise to keep an eye on the house in case our guy went on the move.

      When we arrived, we parked a block away and waited for the recon team, posing as workers for the electric company, to give the go ahead. When they did, we had fifteen agents in three SUVs pull up outside the residence within seconds of one another. I quickly slipped my FBI jacket over my Kevlar vest and exited the car. I remember facing the three-story structure, thinking it was a lot of square footage to cover. Our intelligence couldn’t confirm whether Ballard was the only person in the house. According to the recon team, the location appeared to be quiet. One might even think he had already flown the coop.

      Team One consisted of five agents. Their objective was to punch through the front door. They were the first ones in—the welcoming party.

      Team Two had four agents, and they moved along the left side of the house. Their objective was to breach from the side. I had embedded myself in Team Three. Our objective was to breach the rear of the house. Two agents remained at command center.

      We stacked up; I positioned myself third in the line of four. We were blind as to what we would find at the back of the house and prepared ourselves for the worst. As we rounded the corner to the rear, we heard Team One enter the property. Seconds later, we heard Team Two enter.

      The rear of the house consisted of a patio and a pair of French doors which we promptly destroyed with a battering ram. We cleared five rooms on that level before heading up the stairs. As we neared the main floor, we heard the continuous shouting of the word “clear.” In my experience, that was a good thing, but in this case, it was a bad sign.

      When we reached the main floor of the house, Team One had already holstered their weapons while Team Two made their way back down the stairs. “Top floor is clear,” said the first agent.

      Apparently Ballard had slipped through our fingers again.

      “Look at this.”

      I turned around and saw Agent House holding a handwritten note she had found. On it I could see a crude drawing of a hand giving the middle finger. It read, “Sincerely, Your Prince.”

      “I’m guessing our guy wrote this,” she said.

      It wasn’t hard to find Stone; I looked for the one person who had his jaw dragging across the floor. “Agent,” I called out.

      “I don’t get it,” he said, his arms out in a shrug. “I was so sure he would be here.”

      “According to this note, you were right.”

      Stone lowered his head and shook it slowly. “Yeah, but he should have been here. It’s like he knew we were coming.”

      “Anybody else know⁠—”

      “No, no one knew. Ballard doesn’t know we have his girlfriend in custody. I don’t get it.”

      “Either he’s very lucky, or somehow he found out. How trustworthy are the officials in the Caymans?”

      “I didn’t vet them if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Clearly he was in a foul mood. I guess I would be too if I had thought I was Super Agent Man riding into town to save the day only to fall flat on my face. I headed for the exit.

      Outside I saw Reilly, and I walked over to him. “I’m assuming you heard.”

      “I did. It’s disappointing.”

      I nodded. Just then, we both heard someone gasp.

      A woman, one of the neighbors across the street, pointed at the roof. “There’s someone up there.”

      I spun around and looked up. Even though the sun had set, we could make out a figure crawling on the roof.

      A couple of agents removed handheld spotlights from their vehicles and lit the figure up. More reaction from the peanut gallery except this time, the agents joined in. Crouched on the rooftop was Ballard.

      He stood up and seemed to struggle to stay on his feet. He wore a black robe and had no shoes on. His hair was matted against his head, he appeared to be sweating badly, and he hadn’t shaved in days. I had never seen the fashionable Prince display this look before. He was the poster child for metrosexual, and now he’d fit in as a zombie extra in a horror flick. He really looked to be out of his mind. A nut.

      “I thought the house was cleared,” Reilly commented.

      “It was.”

      An agent appeared on the balcony near where Ballard stood on the roof.

      “Stay away!” he shouted. “Keep away from me!”

      He took a step backward, and my concerns heightened.

      “He’s got a rope around his neck,” I radioed to every agent. A suicide was last thing we wanted. From where he stood, it was a thirty-foot drop to the ground—plenty of hanging room.

      It caught me off guard when I heard Reilly shout out, “Mr. Ballard, talk to us. What can we do for you?”

      “What can you do? It’s over. There’s nothing left to do.”

      No, don’t do it.

      Before another word could be spoken, Ballard ran forward and leapt from the rooftop. A woman’s scream pierced the silence. All eyes watched as his bare feet left the tiled roof. His arms reached out in front, and his mouth fell open. He didn’t scream or yell. He only had a look of shock on his face. Had he changed his mind?

      The jump propelled him straight out before he started to fall, at which point the rope picked up its slack and snapped tight, nearly decapitating him. It seemed as if hours had passed before a voice shouted, “Get him down from there.” Only then did we break from our voyeuristic lock on Ballard’s swaying body.
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      The girl was nineteen. He was twenty. They both lived at home with their families, where privacy was a foreign word. The only place these two lovebirds, and many others, could find any time alone was in a field near the edge of their neighborhood. Such was life in Mitú, Colombia.

      That night, they had the field to themselves.

      The dull, reddish glow from a crackling log used to roast a chicken earlier lit the couple on the blanket—bright enough that they could stare into each other’s eyes, but not enough that they were visible to a passerby on the adjacent road. The jug of wine had been drained dry, and their bellies were pleasantly plump. The only satisfaction left to fulfill was their want for each other.

      The young woman giggled as she rolled on top of her boyfriend, pulling a part of the blanket over her. Their mouths embraced, and his tongue slipped between her lips and swirled around hers. His hardness pressed against her thigh, unrelenting since they first fell upon the blanket. It made her feel special. Wanted. Needed. Her own fire between her legs burned equally hot for him. She pulled away for a breath and stared into his brown eyes. She traced the side of his face with her finger, running it along his strong jaw to his bottom lip where she playfully tugged on it. He slipped his fingers through her hair, grabbing the silky strands before pulling her back to him.

      The two were virgins: masters at foreplay and clueless of how to move forward. She wanted him to lead. His shyness got in the way. So virgins they remained.

      “We should get going. Your father will be home soon,” he mumbled in their native tongue.

      “Forget about my father. I love lying in your arms. I could stay this way forever.”

      The young man kissed her again, and then thumbed her ribcage to wake her out of her dream state. She yelped and shifted away from his thumbs. “Stop. You know I can’t stand that.”

      The boy rolled her off and stood up. His manhood pressed his loose shorts out like a horn. She couldn’t help but stare and wonder why he didn’t give in.

      He extended his hand. “It’s almost nine. We must hurry.”

      After she grabbed hold of his hand, a low growl emerged from the darkness. The girl stood up quickly. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know, but I think we should get going.”

      The two hustled their belongings into their backpacks but were distracted by the same noise they’d heard earlier. It was louder and closer. Neither said a word as they hurried.

      The boy heard it move first. He stopped and added the remaining branches he’d collected earlier to the fire and fanned it.

      “What are you doing?” the girl asked, panicked.

      “If that thing gets closer, we’ll need this fire.”

      His first thought was that a wild dog had found them, but the growl was too throaty. The only other predatory animal he could think of was a jaguar, but rarely if ever did they leave the safety of the jungle. Whatever it was, it had decided to circle them.

      He strapped his backpack on then took a branch that had a bunch of leaves at the end and let it sit in the fire.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

      “You go first. I’m going to distract the animal. When I do, I want you to start running back into town. Don’t stop until you reach the road.”

      “No. What about you?”

      The boy picked up her backpack and strapped it onto her back. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be right behind you.” He then kissed his girlfriend. “Remember: Don’t stop, no matter what you hear. Keep running until you’re safe.”

      He then pulled the branch out of the fire and had, in effect, a torch. “Okay, run.”

      The edge of the city was two hundred feet away, but it looked like a mile. The girl hesitated, but the boy gave her a gentle push.

      She started to walk and then jog with her head still twisted back, looking at him. She watched him walk in the opposite direction. He swung the torch back and forth and shouted. She continued to watch him, running only half-heartedly. She kept wishing he would stop and turn toward her, but he didn’t. He continued in the direction of the jungle. And then without notice, the boy vanished. So did his torch, as if someone snuffed it out like a candle. She stopped. Her eyes scanned the area where she had last seen him. She detected no movement in the moonlight and heard nothing for a few moments.

      Then the screams came, forceful screams that started low in the lungs and erupted out. They came in short bursts. These were screams that only intense pain could give birth to. The calls for help were more like guttural screeches. Then, as fast as the screams came, they stopped.

      She turned and started running toward the city, but she already knew it was too late. Whatever had attacked her boyfriend was fast upon her heels, quicker than she could have imagined. The growls grew louder. The steps behind her were suddenly in line with hers. She started to scream—not because she had been attacked, but out of fear. She shouldn’t have stopped. He had warned her.
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      The media had a field day with Ballard’s suicide. It was all they reported on in the days that followed. To add to the hoopla, multiple neighbors caught his last hurrah on their cell phones and posted the videos online within the hour. While I wished we could have apprehended the amateur acrobat and prosecuted him in federal court, we had heard through the rumor mill that the victims were happy to see something about the Prince that was “hung.”

      These women wanted something more than closure; they wanted the world to see him for who he was: a weak man. He was a coward and had taken the easy way out.

      Of course we still had the girlfriend; she was guilty of aiding Ballard and would take the heat in court. Goodbye, catwalk. Hello, cellblock. Before Agent Stone left, I thanked him for his help. In the end, he came through with our guy, and I had officially closed the first case the FBI had assigned to me.

      I sat quietly at my desk and gave myself a few pats on the back. You still got it, Abby. It felt good. I thought of treating myself to a slice of Napoleon cake from the small bakery two blocks north of us in Little Saigon. Theirs was so delicious. Not dry at all, flaky with generous amounts of cream. Yummy. It would be perfect with a cup of oolong tea. As I grabbed my purse, Reilly poked his head out of his office.

      “Abby.”

      “Dammit,” I muttered. I put my purse back down and headed over to his office.

      “Take a seat,” he said as he looked up at me over his reading glasses. “I don’t have much time, and I’d rather not repeat myself, so listen carefully.”

      I took out my notepad and pen, knowing I wouldn’t jot anything down.

      “Our friends at the Drug Enforcement Administration sent a file over. They want us to look into a death,” Reilly said as he flipped his laptop around so I could see the picture on the screen. “The victim is a white male. He was found badly beaten—multiple contusions over every inch of his body.”

      “It looks like he was a punching bag.”

      “You could say that. Almost every bone in his body was broken.”

      “Talk about trauma.”

      Reilly tapped a few keys, and another picture appeared. “This is the victim’s face.”

      I nearly fell out of my chair.

      He didn’t look human. The swelling was well beyond what I had ever seen. He looked like a blow-up doll ready to burst at the seams. Dark discoloration signified intense bruising. I didn’t want to imagine what his torso looked like under his shirt.

      “We’re still waiting on the autopsy results,” Reilly added.

      “No noticeable lacerations or holes,” I noted. “Blunt trauma, mostly.”

      “It looks that way, but like I said, let’s see what the medical examiner has to say.” Reilly flipped his laptop back around and leaned back in his chair.

      I shook my head. The questions were coming. “Who’s the victim?”

      “He’s a DEA agent. His name is Fernando Riggs.”

      My stomach tightened a bit. It always did when the victim hit home. He wasn’t FBI, but the DEA was a sister agency. “Was he killed in the line of duty?”

      Reilly shook his head. “The locals found his body in a ditch.”

      “Locals?”

      “Special Agent Riggs was on assignment in Colombia.”

      “South Carolina? Missouri?” I guessed.

      “Try South America.”

      “Colombia… the country.”

      “The DEA has agents in Bogotá conducting mostly counternarcotics. Their primary mission is to keep the drug czars from using El Dorado International Airport as a waypoint for moving their drugs out of the country. They nab the mules.”

      I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest. “Why are we getting involved?”

      “The DEA is better at curtailing the drug trade, not solving murders. Also, Riggs’s death didn’t happen during a mission. He was found dead in Mitú, a small town located in the southeastern part of Colombia near the edge of the Amazon forest. We’re unsure as to why he was there.”

      “Maybe one of the cartels kidnapped him.”

      “They’re looking at all the possibilities.”

      “Don’t tell me they think he was working with the cartel.”

      “They’re not telling us anything. They want our take on it.”

      I sat there a little dumbfounded. Colombia? I had never been there. I knew nothing about that country. “Do we know anything else?”

      “We’re hoping to get answers from the autopsy. If you didn’t already know, the medical examiner’s office in San Francisco is top notch. They’re one of the best. The body arrived here yesterday.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “This is moving fast.”

      “They lost an agent. They’re eager to get to the bottom of this. That’s why I’m putting you on this case.”

      “Wait, what? I know nothing about the drug cartels.”

      “You’ll have help,” he said. “You saw that body. It didn’t look human. We need to nip this in the bud, fast.”

      Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have a problem taking on a case like this, but the whole drug/South America thing threw me off balance.

      “There’s one more thing I should tell you, Agent,” Reilly said, shaking me from my thoughts. “There’s a witness, but it’s a little suspect.”

      I crinkled my nose. “Why?”

      Reilly scratched his forehead and then rubbed his chin. “Well, the witness mentioned the muerto viviente.”

      I raised my shoulders. I still had no idea what my boss was trying to tell me.

      “It’s Spanish for the living dead.”

      I threw my head back and let out a loud laugh. “You can’t be serious?”

      Reilly wasn’t smiling.

      “Wait… you know you’re talking about ‘zombies’, right?” I emphasized my question with air quotes.

      “I said it was suspect, didn’t I?”

      “So then why are we following this up?”

      “Zombie or not, we have a job to do. A DEA agent was killed. It’s our duty to help figure out who did it and bring them to justice. There’s a lot of pressure coming down the pipeline from above. I’m counting on you. I already got my supervisor making my job harder than it needs to be; I don’t want to give him any more reason to get up my ass. Got it?”

      “Do you have a file for me?”

      “I do. You can pick it up in Bogotá.”
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      Before heading home, I stopped by the medical examiner’s office for a closer look at the body Reilly had shown me earlier. I hadn’t bought into the whole zombie thing yet, not sure I would. There had to be a reasonable explanation. The muerto viviente was nothing but old folklore.

      Even with my Chinese ancestry, I found it hard to believe. My people had more legends passed on from generation to generation than I cared to count. I should have been hooked by the living dead story, but I wasn’t. I didn’t believe any Chinese folklore, except for one: Ling Chi, death by one thousand cuts. Growing up, I thought it was a tale used to scare children into being good until I came across a victim who had suffered it—well, until I came across what was left of him.

      The Office of the Medical Examiner was located on Bryant Street inside the Hall of Justice. The trip here was a first for me, given that most of the cases I investigated were fraud related. Of course, that was by choice.

      While serving as chief inspector for the Hong Kong Police, I spent my days chasing serial killers and taking down gangs. During that time, I was in charge of the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau. Climbing the law enforcement ladder ended when my husband, Peng, was found murdered in his office. His sudden death was hard for me to accept. There I was, a hotshot inspector fighting crime, and I couldn’t even keep my own family safe. What did that say about me? I burnt myself out proving to all the naysayers that I could catch the killer. I never did. I knew that I needed to make a change. That’s when I quit, picked up the family and moved to San Francisco. Greener pastures, right?

      The examiner I was scheduled to meet with was Timothy Green. Reilly told me he was one of the better ones. “Extremely smart and known to be a big help in solving crimes,” he said. He also warned me that most deemed him to have an eccentric personality. Didn’t most San Franciscans?

      I took a seat in the cold yet functional space they called a waiting room. No magazines to read, so I counted my split ends and cursed that thirty-dollar bottle of shampoo the salon said would help. Add the humidity I’m about to face in Colombia, and I’ll have frizzies to contend with as well. Great. In the midst of my split end hunt, I heard the faintest of voices call out my name.

      “Agent Kane?”

      I quickly stood up only to face off with a man who stood no more than a half of an inch taller than me. Surely I looked like some starstruck fan; perhaps I was. At five-foot-one, I don’t often come across a man similar in height in the world of law enforcement.

      He stood there with a grin that climbed up higher on one side of his face. He wore frail, wire-framed spectacles I had thought only existed in Ben Franklin museum exhibits, but there they sat, balanced on his bony nose. His brown and bushy eyebrows matched his unkempt hair, and the diamond earring sparkling in his left ear told me he wasn’t your traditional pathologist.

      “I’m guessing you’re Timothy Green,” I said, offering my hand to him.

      He took my hand and shook it twice. “That I am. Could I get you something to drink? Coffee perhaps?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you.”

      “Well then, follow me, please.”

      Green turned around and led the way. His oversized lab coat fluttered behind him like an orthodox priest’s cassock. I couldn’t help but stare. We had practically the same body size and height. We could share clothes—t-shirts most likely.

      “Tell me, Agent: how much do you know about the victim’s death?” he asked without looking back.

      “I know he was beaten to death.”

      “Yes, that would be a way to describe it. The victim suffered severe blunt trauma to almost ninety percent of his body.”

      “You say that like it’s uncommon.”

      “It’s unusual in the sense that the person causing the trauma usually tires early on in the process.” Green stopped and turned back toward me. “It takes tremendous amounts of energy and time to beat a body.” He then opened a door next to us. “After you, Agent.”

      I entered the autopsy suite, and that distinct aroma immediately hit me. Green must have sensed my uneasiness because he held up a tiny bottle.

      “I prefer lemon oil, a little under your nose should do it.”

      I took him up on it and dabbed my finger above my lip. Ahhh, lemony fresh.

      Green led the way past six stainless steel tables that were spaced three feet apart. Four of them were occupied. We stopped in front of the last table, the only one with an uncovered body. It vaguely resembled the picture I saw back in Reilly’s office. “I almost don’t recognize it,” I said, my brows crinkling as I leaned in a bit for a closer look.

      “I’ve drained the fluids from the body. It helps with the swelling.” He moved to the other side of the table. “As you can see by the open cavity in the chest, I’m not finished.”

      No shit. “Anything you can tell me so far?”

      “I can confirm your assumption from earlier. I found no sharp force trauma or signs of a gunshot wound. What’s interesting, though, is the severity of the broken bones—like they were crushed,” Green said.

      “Crushed?”

      “Yes. Imagine if you had a bag of chips and you squeezed it tightly.” He emphasized his words by slowly balling his fists. “What’s left are tiny pieces. That’s essentially what happened to this man.”

      “Are you saying something crushed him?”

      “It would be the easiest way to do it, but that’s not the case here. Step around this way. You see this bruising? The pattern doesn’t follow that of a cylindrical object like a bat or a pipe, or a flatter object like the front of a car.”

      I watched Green snap on a glove and then place his fist right against the bruising—an exact match in shape.

      “Whoever did this had incredible strength and excellent conditioning. The contusions were all formed within close proximity in time, not over hours or days, giving one the option to rest. I’d say it all took place within minutes.”

      “These marks are all over the body.”

      “I’ve counted 250 so far.”

      I looked at the examiner. “Who would have this sort of strength and stamina?”

      “A boxer comes to mind.”
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      I stood over my bed, sorting clothes and packing them into a suitcase. It had been a little over eight months since I had last been sent out of town for work, but Reilly was adamant my trip would be a fact-finding mission and not take longer than a week, a week and a half at the most. My orders were to gather information and help their investigation, not solve it for them.

      “Here you go, Mommy.” Lucy wanted to help me pack and placed my swimsuit in my suitcase.

      “No, Mommy won’t be swimming. It’s not that kind of a trip,” I said, removing the two-piece.

      “Do they have zoos? You can go to the zoo.”

      I smiled at Lucy. “Yes, they have zoos. Maybe I’ll have time to visit.”

      She beamed back at me. “And you can bring me a present.”

      “A present, huh? Only if you promise to be a good girl while Mommy is gone.” I pinched her nose before tickling her.

      She let out a loud shriek and twisted herself out of my grasp to catch her breath.

      Ryan peeked his head in. “Did you look at the camp information I gave you?”

      Shit! I had totally forgotten to go online and research the camp. What was I going to tell him? I didn’t want to lie, nor did I want to look like the bad mom. I’m trying to be the good mom here.

      “I’m sorry, Ryan. I still need to look at it.” I had cringed a tiny bit after saying that.

      Ryan let out a groan but stopped short of stomping the floor. “Abby, it’s going to be too late by the time you get back.”

      “No, it won’t,” I quickly said.

      “Yes it will. All my friends are going. I really want to go.”

      “Ryan, I promise you: I will look at the camp on the flight.”

      “And then what?”

      “Well, we’ll see.” Their summer break was fast approaching, and the first deadline for signing up had already passed. Time was running out. I don’t know why I kept stalling. Of course it would be safe, and he would have fun. I could afford the price, so what was the hold up? If I’m being honest, I knew the answer: All I wanted was to bring the family closer, yet here he was trying to get away.

      Ryan had his head down while he kicked methodically at the carpet.

      Get over it, Abby. I cleared my throat to grab his attention. “All right, you can go.”

      Ryan’s eyes widened, and his torso straightened up. “I can?”

      “Yes. I’ll register you before I leave for the airport.”

      “Awesome! I can’t wait to tell my friends.” Ryan had disappeared before finishing his sentence. I didn’t hear a “thank you,” but I knew he was grateful. I caught Lucy’s eye; she had a large smile on her face.

      “Are you happy for your brother?”

      “Yes. Because now Ryan can’t hog the bathroom.”

      I smiled at my openly loyal child, my little shadow, always happy to help me with whatever I needed. When she’s a teen, she’ll hate me, but until then, I’ll enjoy her.
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      Before leaving, I made good on my promise and registered Ryan for camp. I told him I should be back to see him off. My time in Bogotá, Colombia was short term, about a week. That seemed to make him happy.

      I arrived at El Dorado International Airport on United Airlines flight 1007 a little after 8:30 p.m. I was scheduled to meet my DEA contact, Special Agent Dominic Cabrera, at the baggage claim. I had brought a carry-on, so no bag to claim. On my way over to our meeting point, I passed a bevy of restaurants, and my stomach reminded me I needed food. Parts of the airport still held on to its fifties architecture, but when I reached baggage claim, it had clearly been renovated: lots of shiny metal, a current array of well-lit shops and a color palate that went beyond brown.

      The weather was warm and the humidity noticeable. Most of the people around me were dressed casually—lots of exposed skin hugging and kissing. No matter which direction I looked, I noticed people having intense conversations paired with wild hand movements. Surely not everyone was returning from a vacation with incredible stories to tell—such passion for everyday conversation.

      Reilly wasn’t able to pin down a picture of Cabrera for me, so I told him to let my contact know I would be wearing jeans, a blouse, and an Oakland A’s baseball cap.

      Outside of not knowing what he looked like, all Reilly could tell me was that he was known to be friendly and easy to work with. Shouldn’t everyone be that way? I continued to scan the crowd in hopes I would somehow be able to pick him out. I knew he had gotten to me first by the tap on my shoulder.

      I spun around and faced an Antonio Banderas look-alike—complete with the long, wavy hair—except Cabrera had broader shoulders and meatier arms. He smiled at me and extended his hand. “Agent Kane. I’m Special Agent Dominic Cabrera, but you may call me Dom. We’re not big on formalities down here.”

      I shook his hand and returned a smile. “If that’s how it works around here, you can call me Abby.”

      Cabrera and his team worked alongside Colombia’s law enforcement to curtail the drug trade. From my understanding, the DEA’s role in Bogotá was to gather and decipher intelligence.

      “You hungry?” he asked, rubbing what I could only imagine to be toned abs. “I know a great place where I can introduce you to some delicious Colombian fare.”

      I expected him to brief me on the case and then drop me off at my hotel, but when he mentioned dinner, I jumped at the opportunity. “Sure.”

      He grabbed my carry-on. “Follow me. My car’s parked outside.”

      “Is it only you? I mean, are there other agents here?”

      “Sorry, Abby. You’re stuck with me for now. Hopefully we’ll get along,” he said with a chuckle.

      We approached a large American car amongst a scattering of small two-seaters. “Maybe someone in your position should blend,” I said.

      “Not my style. This is a Dodge Dart. Chrysler had a plant here in Bogotá back in the sixties and seventies. It’s very reliable, which is important, plus it’s got a V8 under the hood that I tinkered with if you know what I mean.”

      “I know Chrysler very well.”

      “You own one?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      I didn’t feel the need to elaborate as he shook off my odd remark. He put my bag in the trunk and opened the passenger door for me. “Hurry. I’m hungry.”

      Rude and polite at the same time. How charming.

      After a ten-minute drive winding through narrow city streets, Cabrera parked his car on the sidewalk across from what I could only describe at best as a canteen.

      “This is what we call a típico restaurant. They serve traditional food and are all over the city, but this one is my favorite.”

      Inside there were maybe ten wooden tables with plastic covers substituting for cloth. I stepped carefully across the cracked tiled floor with the odd piece missing here and there. The place, surprisingly, had a lively crowd of people dining and talking. Speakers blaring Colombian music added to the party atmosphere. My eyes scanned the women in the crowd; they were all casually underdressed, so again, I fit in fine. I should have known better; Cabrera had on knee-length cargo shorts and a light blue button-down with the sleeves rolled up over his forearms.

      We moved around tables and avoided the fast-moving waitresses who shouted their orders into the kitchen instead of using a ticket. Cabrera directed me over to a small table near the back of the restaurant. “It’s quieter here. We’ll be able to talk.”

      No sooner had I sat than a woman, with ample bosom barely contained in a spaghetti-strap tank, stopped at our table. Her hips were wide, her stomach was flat as a board, and I couldn’t help but stare and wonder what I would look like with those curves. A closer look at the other waitresses, and I realized the look was a job requirement. I suddenly felt like a string bean and very out of place.

      Cabrera rattled off something to the woman in Spanish. “I ordered for both of us. I hope you’re okay with it,” he said, smiling.

      “I’ll let you know after I’ve tried the food.”

      “Deal.”

      The woman returned and placed two open beer bottles in front of us.

      “It’s the local water.” He raised his bottle. “Here’s to fighting crime.”

      “Here, here,” I said. I watched him take a sip of his beer; his eyes never left me; even when he put his bottle down, he continued to smile my way. Not normal co-worker actions, but Reilly did say Cabrera was nice and easy to get along with. He sure was easy to look at. The dimples were a nice surprise in his otherwise rugged features. However, my mission there wasn’t to find a good time.

      “So, Abby, you’re here to help investigate the death of Agent Riggs.”

      “I thought everyone went by their first name here.”

      “We tried calling him Ferny, but it didn’t take.” Cabrera took another swig. “It’s unusual, this type of arrangement. I never heard of the FBI investigating DEA matters.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess it’s not often a DEA agent is found in that condition.”

      Cabrera lowered his head and nodded. He seemed to be bothered still by the death.

      “How long did you know him?” I asked.

      Cabrera’s eyes shot up, and his faced warmed a bit. “Not long, about three or four months. He was new to the team.” He wrapped both hands around his beer bottle and tilted it slowly, side to side. “We were all friends, so anything that happens to one of us affects the others.”

      “Being stationed in a foreign country, well, it’s natural to spend a lot of time together.”

      Cabrera laughed. “Sure, but I was born in Colombia. This is my home. I moved to the states when I was a teen to attend the university and then later joined the DEA. But I’m no gringo.”

      “Gringo?”

      “I have family here and roots here. I’m seen as a local. Agents that visit from time to time—they’re gringos.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Well, there were three of us. Now it’s me and Fredy López. We don’t need a big office since we work with the Colombian police force on countermeasures at El Dorado. That’s where Riggs spent most of his time.”

      “I take it Agent López—Fredy—is also a local?”

      “Yeah, we were in the same class at the academy. We spend most of our time amongst the people gathering intelligence while Riggs nabbed the drug mules at the airport.”

      The waitress returned and placed two platters filled with food on the table. Cabrera’s mood elevated immediately as he lowered his head and inhaled deeply.

      “Rice, black beans, baked plantains, and grilled asado,” he said as he brought his fingers up to his mouth and kissed them away. “There are three types of grilled meat there. You’ll love them all.”

      I didn’t need his encouragement to get going. I’m a carnivore. Between bites, Cabrera filled me in on what happened even though a full report waited for me at his office.

      “Riggs had gained sub information⁠—”

      “Sub?”

      “The drug cartels build their own submarines for transport. Until we discovered the subs, they were moving hundreds of thousands of kilos of cocaine out of the country right under our noses.”

      “I’m assuming they bought the plans on the black market, but doesn’t building something like that stand out?”

      “Normally, yes, but these were small ones. Some hold two men, others up to eight. They build them deep in the jungle and use the rivers to get them out to the ocean. Anyway, Riggs had developed a contact that had intel worth following up on, and he headed out to Mitú. It’s a small town near the edge of the Amazon jungle. Fredy and I thought it would be good for him to spend some time outside of the airport.”

      “You guys often travel alone?”

      “Not usually, but I was busy with another tip in Medellín.” Cabrera waved off any sense of danger. “We’ve done this many times before.”

      “And Fredy? What about him?”

      “He stayed in Bogotá and covered the airport.”

      “So what happened in Mitú?” I asked before scooping up a mouthful of beans.

      Cabrera took a moment to swallow. “I wish I knew. While in Medellín, I got a call from a police contact saying they had found his body in a ditch. I came back to Bogotá and grabbed Fredy, and we left for Mitú right away.”

      “Then what?”

      “We identified the body at the local morgue and reported it to my superiors.”

      “Why not report it the minute you got wind?”

      Cabrera took a moment before speaking, his shoulders dropping a bit. “Aside from wanting to be sure, I guess I was in denial. I mean, he was a capable agent, right? I was sure it was a mistake, and I would find him later and we would laugh about this over beers.”

      I sensed Riggs’s death was still difficult for him to talk about, but I was the party pooper who had to keep the conversation going. I knew firsthand how tough it was to lose a coworker—especially if they’re a close friend. I had lost my partner, Trey Wilkinson, during an investigation not too long ago. I also knew Cabrera had the ability to shut off those emotions to get the job done. It’s part of the training across all agencies.

      “What’s your take on the FBI getting involved?” I asked.

      “I’m all for it. I mean, you saw the body, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Because of the nature of what we do down here, it’s important not to look weak in front of the cartels, even the Colombian forces. We’re a big part of the backbone here. So when we lose a man, we need to show that whoever is responsible will have to face the wrath of the U.S. Having FBI here sends a message.”

      The work dynamics here were similar to what I faced when I worked in Hong Kong. Fighting the Triads, the Chinese crime syndicate, was a love-hate relationship. We knew them well, as they did us. In a weird sort of way, there was a level of respect toward each other because each side knew what the other was capable of. Neither showed weakness; it was the quickest way to lose respect.

      I let out a yawn. We had both finished our meals.

      “I’m sorry. You must be tired from your flight.”

      “I won’t argue with you there. We can talk more tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow’s Saturday. I thought I could show you around town.”

      “The tour will have to wait.”

      Cabrera grabbed the bill and stood up. I grabbed my purse and reached for my wallet, but he looked back at me and said, “I got it.”

      There were those dimples again.
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      The next morning, I was sitting on the toilet, filing my nails, when I heard knocking on my hotel door. I ignored it, hoping the person would lose interest, but the knocking continued. Persistent staff they got here. There I sat, trapped, seconds away from housekeeping barging in. The knocking then turned to pounding. I couldn’t understand why they didn’t come in already. I finally yelled at them to come back later. That’s when I opened my eyes and realized I had been sleeping, but the knocking was real. Someone was at my door.

      The blackout curtains were drawn, cloaking the room in darkness. It took me a few seconds to gather my senses and find the clock on the nightstand. It was 9:00 a.m. Ugh.

      I swung my feet off the bed and grabbed a robe on my way to the door. I looked through the eyehole and saw Cabrera smiling back at me.

      “Abby, I know you’re looking at me through the peephole. Come on. Open up.”

      What the hell is he doing here?

      I undid the bolt lock and cracked the door open enough to look out.

      “Time to get up, Sleeping Beauty. I got you coffee.”

      “I prefer tea.”

      “You haven’t had fresh-roasted Colombian. Now, open up. You got nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      Cabrera shoved his foot into the crack and started to weasel himself in. It was hopeless. I let the door swing open, and a man I had only recently met walked into my room. I stood there and watched him place two coffee containers down while he asked if I took cream or sugar. He didn’t wait for an answer, telling me he had none and the coffee he had brought should be drunk black so I could taste its true flavor.

      To add to that, I didn’t have a lick of make up on, my hair looked like the aftermath of a hurricane, and the thin piece of cloth shielding my lady parts from his eyes made me feel exposed.

      I excused myself to the bathroom. A few seconds later, I heard Cabrera yell out, “Is that you or a horse?”

      I felt my cheeks burn red as I was so publicly made aware of how loud I peed. Dammit!

      When I exited the bathroom, Cabrera held a cup out to me, and I tried to act like my bionic pee was nothing.

      “Try this,” he said.

      I grabbed the cup and took a tiny sip. And then another. I’m not a coffee gal, but the brew was tasty. I usually find most coffee to be bitter. This one was palatable.

      “Keep drinking. It’ll help bring you back from the dead.”

      “How long were you knocking?”

      “A good ten minutes. I almost busted down the door.”

      I shot him a raised eyebrow as I braved another sip from the steaming cup. I still couldn’t tell what his story was. Was he a jokester, or was he flirting with me? What confused me even more right then was watching him make himself comfortable in a chair in my room. He kicked up both feet and let them rest on the coffee table. He cradled his cup of joe in his lap and smiled. What kind of guy enters a female coworker’s hotel room while she’s half naked and proceeds to make himself at home? This guy, that’s who.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “If you’re waiting for a show, it’s not going to happen.”

      Ding, ding, the light went off.

      “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I get comfortable around people really fast.”

      I noticed. I watched him stand up and take a seat outside on the balcony. Not much better. I waited a bit until I was convinced he would to stay out there. Before I jumped into the shower, he called asking if I needed any help. His candidness gave me pause. Things really are different down here. For me, this was a business trip. The last thing I needed was my contact flirting with me.

      When we exited the hotel an hour later, my stomach let out a growl that caught Cabrera’s ear.

      “Hey I know a great place we can get some delicious calentado.”

      “Huh?”

      “It a traditional Colombian breakfast: beans and rice with an egg on top, a piece of arepa, which is like cooked dough, plus a side of chorizo and a cup of hot chocolate. Good stuff.”

      Over breakfast, I learned more about my new partner. To be honest, I did find him interesting. He wasn’t institutional like most agents. He was a lot like me: off kilter.

      “I got my green card shortly after graduating from the University of San Francisco.”

      My eyes widened. “You lived in SF?”

      “Yeah. I had family there: cousins. It made sense at the time. Anyway, when I graduated, I was able to secure a job at the Colombian embassy, and I stayed put until I gained citizenship. My plan was to apply with the CIA.”

      “You wanted to be in the CIA?”

      “I always wanted to be a spy,” he added. “Ever since I saw my first James Bond movie as a kid, I dreamed of being a secret agent. When I got older, I realized those agents only existed on the big screen, but I figured I’d give it a try. Right before applying, a friend mentioned the DEA to me. It felt like a better fit. Plus, I knew I always wanted to come back to my country, and I could do that with the DEA.”

      The waitress put a cup of hot water down on the table. I pulled out a tiny silver tin from my purse and opened it, revealing my loose-leaf tea.

      Cabrera let out a chuckle. “You always carry your own tea?”

      “It’s the only way to guarantee I’ll have something to drink. Plus, I have a particular fondness for a certain green tea.”

      “You know, you have some cute quirks.”

      “I have quirks? This coming from a man who barged into my room while I was half dressed and then proceeded to camp out while I got ready.”

      “You’re alone in a new country,” he said. “I’m keeping an eye on you.”

      “Yeah, I know what you want to keep an eye on.”

      Cabrera immediately pointed to his chest with both hands, feigning innocent surprise. At times it was hard to believe this guy was DEA. I couldn’t help but crack a smile. “Okay, enough,” I said as I sipped my tea. “Funny business aside, is there anything else about this case you want to mention?”

      Cabrera leaned forward. His smile disappeared. His eyes narrowed, and in a low whisper, he asked me, “What do you know about zombies?”
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      Cabrera surprised me when he suggested we walk to the office and even more so when talk about the investigation turned into talk about “his” city. He was a wealth of information and proceeded to give me a personal tour, leading me down narrow streets, past homes with wooden doors and elaborate door knockers, until we reached the city center, or what locals called La Candelaria—old Bogotá. The area was surrounded by a mixture of small shops and ancient churches, the centerpiece being the Plaza de Bolivar, a large public square anchored by the neoclassical façade of the Catedral Primada, Bogotá’s largest church.

      “It dates back to 1807,” he said. “It’s older, but poor construction caused parts of it to collapse, and it had to be rebuilt.” The bells chimed as a flurry of men and women filed in through the front doors. “All of our churches, no matter how old, still hold Mass.”

      Before we left the square, I took a quick peek inside and admired the stately rows of whitewashed columns leading to the archways above.

      From there, we passed a surprisingly large number of small museums—Cabrera pointed them all out—before stopping in front of a two-story building covered in chipped and peeling paint. Its current color was a faded yellow. There were four or five retail establishments on the ground floor. One appeared to be a beauty salon. Another looked like a store that sold cigarettes and booze.

      “This way,” Cabrera said as he headed up a flight of cement stairs dotted with aged gum. I noticed a camera in the corner.

      “A little low key for a DEA office, isn’t it?”

      “It’s that way on purpose, to blend.”

      The second floor of the building was different. Frosted windows ran its entire length. A wrought-iron guardrail occupied the other side. Cabrera punched a code into a digital pad next to the only door on the floor. Another camera above peered down at us. A few beeps, and then he punched another code. I heard a couple of clicks and what sounded like a dead bolt unlatching.

      “We have one hell of a door though,” he said, smiling as he opened it. “Ladies first.”

      The lights were off, but enough natural light punched through the windows to illuminate the layout of the space. I half expected wood paneling on the walls to match the large metal desks. Utilitarian style at its worst, punctuated with a putty-colored palette.

      I reached for a light switch, and harsh florescent lighting flickered to life, causing me to squint. Cabrera immediately shut the lights off. “Yeah, that’s why we use desk lamps.” He walked from desk to desk, switching on the lamps and giving the place a homey feel. “Why don’t you take this one?” he said pointing to a desk that faced another. “You’ll be next to me.”

      “Boy, you weren’t kidding when you said it was just you and Fredy,” I said, motioning to all the empty workstations.

      “We’re self-sufficient. We answer our own phones and buy our coffee from the café downstairs.” Cabrera took a seat behind his desk and leaned back. “We’ve always had a small operation down here.”

      “Where is Fredy?”

      “Medellín. He’s finishing up the business I had out there so I could remain in Bogotá with you.” Cabrera straightened up in his chair. “Sit, sit. Make yourself at home. We have WiFi. We’re fully equipped like any office.” He retrieved a manila folder from one of his desk drawers and placed it on my desk. “That’s Riggs’s file.” He emphasized by tapping it with his forefinger.

      Cabrera stood. “Listen, I got some business I need to take care of. I’ll be gone for a bit. That file should keep you busy, but if you need me,” he said, handing me a business card, “you can reach me at that number. It’s my mobile. Oh, one more thing.” He fished out a paper from the top drawer of his desk. “Here’s the security code and step-by-step instructions for the door. Should I walk you through it once?”

      I had already begun reading and was only half listening. Before I knew it, I was sitting alone.

      It took me forty minutes to get through the file. I had nothing but questions and no Cabrera to answer them. Plus, I didn’t much feel like calling him on his cell. I wanted his full attention. A few minutes later, my phone buzzed. Lucy had texted me a photo. She had learned how to suck her cheeks in and make like a fish. I responded with my best puckered face.

      I picked up the file and started flipping through it once more. Intentionally or not, Cabrera had skipped over some information during our talks. For instance, there were two other bodies found in Mitú with similar wounds. That’s important to know. Had Cabrera spent less time trying to get to know me and more time briefing me, we might have been further along.

      I reread the section that mentioned the muertos vivientes and still felt the same about it: indifferent. When he brought it up earlier, I continually cut him off, wanting to see the report firsthand in lieu of hearing his version of the gist.

      Colombia came across to me as a land full of lore, and I happen to be one of those people who don’t believe in any sort of supernatural-type-stuff. Never did; never will. It’s probably the way my brain is wired. I’m also not the best person to watch a horror movie with because I point out all the silly movie effects and inconsistencies. And if that doesn’t ruin the movie, then my snarky commentary about women who can’t run more than five feet without falling or who think it’s nothing to find out what the dog is barking at in the backyard at night while only wearing a bra and panties will certainly do it.

      Even though Cabrera tried to explain the zombie angle, I got the feeling he himself didn’t believe it. Maybe we do share similar brains. Too bad he’s not my type. No guy is when I’m not in the mood.

      As for the eyewitness who gave the zombie description, I needed to know his mental status. The report stated that the witness saw the attacker walking around in a confused manner with blood-covered hands and arms. His mouth had hung open, and the whites of his eyes had been prominent. It wouldn’t surprise me if the killer turned out to be high on crack.

      The two other bodies were a twenty year-old male and a nineteen year-old female. They were listed as boyfriend and girlfriend. Neither had a criminal record, and both came from decent families and attended the university. Drug lords have been known to commit heinous and torturous crimes against their enemies or people they believe have crossed them, but so far, no evidence signified this was the situation here.

      Cabrera’s orders were to head up Riggs’s investigation on their end and utilize me as best as he could. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but from the looks of what he had done thus far, he needed my help. Reilly had told me before I left that I should be cautious and not treat the investigation like a normal case. I knew he was talking about my methods.

      “It’s Colombia. They do things differently down there,” he’d said. “Even though you’ll be working with the DEA, you’re a guest in that country and had better abide by their rules.”

      I closed the file and allowed my thoughts to simmer. I already knew my first course of action was to take a look at the crime scene and interview the witness, if possible. That would determine my next move. With Cabrera gone, I was limited to what I could do right then, so I headed downstairs in search of hot water for my tea.

      As time went on, more questions populated my thoughts. It was irritating to say the least. I wanted to get started but was shackled by Cabrera’s need to focus on his other duties. I hoped I wouldn’t need his chaperoning the entire time.
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      The large Spanish Colonial sat on a bluff overlooking a green valley that led to Bogotá. The views from the backyard were nothing short of spectacular. It was perfect for entertaining, which is exactly what Javier Peña had planned for that day-long celebration. He and the rest of the family were celebrating the fifteenth birthday of his youngest daughter, Rosa. It was her coming-out party, her quinceañera.

      “Blanca, bring me the platter,” Javier called to his wife from his position near the large grill. “The fish is almost done.” The swordfish covered one half of the stainless steel grill, later to be topped with mango salsa. The churrasco, skirt steak, covered the other side. Javier had grilled enough food for twenty-five people even though only fifteen of them had gathered.

      The proud father searched for Rosa and quickly spotted her encircled by family. She had easily assumed her position as the center of attention. Happiness stretched from cheek to cheek, and her large brown eyes twinkled without the help of the sun. It made him remember the coming-of-age celebrations for his two older daughters. Both had grown into beautiful young women he could be proud of. Maria, the oldest at twenty-four, was married with her first child on the way. Ana, the middle child and tomboy, studied engineering at the university.

      The family gathered in the dining room and took their seats at the large, formal dining room table. Food had been laid out along its entire length. Every glass had been filled with the sweet red wine loved so by the patriarch. Javier took his place at the head and smiled at his guests. Sitting directly across from him, at the other end, was the equally strong matriarch and the love of his life, Eliana Peña. He had swept her off her feet at the tender age of seventeen and hadn’t stopped.

      She smiled as she watched him raise his glass, prepared to start the feast off with a toast to their youngest. But what they all heard instead, none of them expected.

      The sharp crack of wood splintering followed by a rush of heavy footsteps had grabbed their attention. Before Javier could explore the cause, armed men filled the room. One shoved him back into his chair. His son-in-law stood up. Before he could get two words out, the butt of a rifle came crashing into the side of his face, splitting his lip.

      “Everyone, sit!” his attacker yelled.

      Javier’s daughter, Maria, jumped to her husband’s side and quickly pressed a cloth napkin against his mouth to curb the bleeding. The attacker took a step toward the cowering couple but stopped when Javier spoke out.

      “What is this? Who are you?” he demanded.

      The armed man walked over to Javier and delivered a backhand that sent the man’s face to the side.

      Javier spat before clenching his jaw and turning back. His breathing now elevated, his lips curled and eyes narrowed. “Do you know who I am?” he asked in a low growl.

      His attacker said nothing, staring back with a slight smirk. Before Javier could utter another word, a cigar-chomping man entered the dining room.

      “Of course he knows you. We all know you, Javier. And you know us. What I don’t understand, and perhaps you can help me out here, is, if we know each other, why were we not invited to your little gathering?”

      Javier’s body stiffened. That voice: he knew it. He had heard it not once but many times over the phone. He had never met the man behind the voice. Very few had.

      Javier’s head slowly shook side to side upon the realization of who had entered his home. His chest fell upon him like a heavy bag. Sweat trickled down his face and rested in the thin folds of his neck. His arms were lifeless by his side, and his feet might as well have been cemented to the floor. Could this really be him? Had he finally graced me with his presence, or is this a dream? He wondered what he had done to merit a visit from the one they had all come to call El Monstruo.

      He was indeed a monster. Countless stories had supported what this man had done, yet no one could prove his existence, not even a top lieutenant like Javier Peña. Even Javier took his orders from El Monstruo via phone. It was rumored that the men El Monstruo used as guards were often killed after their services were no longer needed. Javier knew this to be true. The men who stood there that day didn’t.

      Because no one dealt with him in person, no one could prove he existed beyond a voice. But if the stories Javier had heard were true, that only the dead could ID him, well, he didn’t want to think of the what ifs. His only focus was getting his family out of the house safely. He was prepared to do anything and everything for their safety, even if it meant giving up his own life.

      El Monstruo walked over to the table, shoved his fingers into the platter of churrasco and plucked out a piece of savory meat. He dangled it above his mouth for a moment before slurping it in and chewing vigorously while nodding his approval. “Very good. Very good, Jaiver,” he said, licking his fingers. “Tender. Seasoned just so. It’s perfect.”

      El Monstruo swallowed loudly and smacked his lips. He walked over to Juan, Maria’s husband. “What happened here?” he asked.

      Maria shot him a look. “One of your men attacked him. My husband did nothing to deserve this.”

      El Monstruo tugged at the napkin to reveal a now badly bruised and swollen lip. “Tisk, tisk, tisk. This is not good. Tell me, woman: which of my men performed this atrocity?”

      Maria motioned with her head to the man with the large grin and horse-like teeth.

      “This man?” he said, pointing as he took a few steps closer to him.

      She nodded.

      A second later, El Monstruo had pulled out a handgun and fired off a round straight into the man’s head. The back of his skull erupted, and his lifeless body crumpled to the floor. Chunky fragments of brain, blood, hair, and skull clung to the wall where he’d once stood. The shooting happened so fast that the silly grin still lived on his face. No one spoke or moved. Not even a breath could be heard. Only the plop of brain matter hitting the floor broke the silence.

      El Monstruo looked back at Maria. A smile appeared on his face. He spoke softly. “Better?”

      Maria froze, unable to answer. The rest of the guests kept their heads tilted down toward their plates, avoiding eye contact. Javier shifted his eyes to his youngest.

      Rosa’s head twitched ever so subtly. Her bottom lip quivered on and off. A sheen formed over her eyes thanks to the slow build of her tears. Both her arms were against her sides, hands gripping the chair tightly. Javier prayed she’d keep her fear under wraps and not draw attention.

      With each step he took around the table, El Monstruo’s heavy boots scuffed the floorboards. Rosa sat three guests away, but he was walking in her direction. From the look of his shifting eyes, Javier was unsure whether the man terrorizing his family had noticed the little one. Yet.

      Javier had heard all the stories of how El Monstruo had particular tastes—an appetite for young teen girls. Rosa might as well have been a bloody steak tossed in front of a pack of hungry wolves.

      With one side of his jacket pushed back so his hand could rest on the holstered gun, El Monstruo continued his steady walk around the table. His foot landed on a loose floorboard, one that set off a long, wavering cry as his weight rested on it. He stopped where he stood, right beside the teenager.

      Rosa kept her head down, her chin nearly touching her chest as her body trembled. From afar, one would think she was cold, but Javier knew better than to believe that. He again prayed for his daughter to keep it together.

      Just then, a meek but steady voice rose above the sound of silence. “Who are these men, Javier?”

      Javier’s head whipped away from his daughter and to his wife. He quickly motioned to her to be quiet.

      Too late.

      She had caught the attention of the cigar-smoking man. “You must be Mrs. Peña. Javier has mentioned you on occasion,” he said, making his way over to her.

      El Monstruo stopped no more than an inch away from the back of Eliana’s chair and puffed on his cigar before asking, “Is it true? Have you not told your lovely wife about me?”

      Of course he hadn’t. Why would he?

      Javier said nothing and watched as his boss ran the back of his hand along Eliana’s hair. She slapped it away. He quickly grabbed a handful of hair and yanked her head back. The room gasped as one—the first sign they were aware of what was going on.

      Javier jumped out of his chair, but before he could take a step, he felt two large hands slam down on his shoulders, forcing him back into his seat. The cool metal of a gun barrel pressed against his right temple, and Javier stopped struggling.

      He watched the man he had spent the last seven years working for bring his nose within inches of his wife’s slender neck. “Your perfume is lovely,” he said, his eyes still closed. He pulled her head to the side, exposing her neck as he inhaled deeply. “It’s getting stronger. Your body temperature is rising.”

      Javier watched the man’s eyes open and look directly at Rosa. El Monstruo let go of his wife’s hair and straightened his jacket, all the while never releasing his eyes from Rosa.

      In an attempt to refocus the attention back on him, Javier spoke up. “Let them go. They’ve done nothing. They know nothing.”

      “Let them go, he asks,” said El Monstruo as he looked around the room. The way he slowed his speaking voice and utilized his arms, one would think he were onstage performing in front of the audience.

      “I don’t believe we are preventing anyone here from leaving. They are free to go.”

      “They are not a part of this,” Javier continued.

      “Oh, yes, they are,” El Monstruo shot back. His eyebrows dipped at Javier. “You made them a part of it when you stole from me.”

      “I didn’t. I swear. It wasn’t me. I would never do that.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “It wasn’t me. Please don’t hurt my family. Let them go. Do what you want with me, but please, spare my family.”

      “Family is important, isn’t it? I considered you part of my family. I trusted you. But you turned on me, Javier.”

      El Monstruo spun on his heels and walked briskly toward the doorway leading out of the dining room. On the way out, he shoved his hand into the cake on the serving table, scooping out a hunk.

      “Rape the women, and make sure the men watch,” he ordered. “Then kill them all.” He turned to Javier one last time. “Consider this my present.”
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      Maybe Colombia had rubbed off on me. Instead of tea, I got a cup of coffee.

      I was sitting at my desk, sipping, when I heard someone at the front door. Finally! I had a lot of questions for Cabrera and was anxious for answers. The jiggling continued, and I figured it would be faster if I got up and opened the door. By the way, where are the video monitors? I followed the instructions posted next to the door and heard the dead bolt unlock.

      “Miss me already…”

      The last part trailed off as I stared at a strange man. My smile faded.

      He was shorter and wider than Cabrera. His greasy hair fell across his face, covering an eye but did nothing to hide his pockmarked cheeks. He was expressionless.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      He pushed past me like I was a piece of décor.

      “Excuse me,” I said with my voice elevated as the tiny hairs on my tiny arm stood up on high alert. “This office is property of the United States.”

      He dropped his belongings onto a desk and let out a loud sigh before looking back at me. “You must be the new agent.”

      He knows who I am. Who is this guy? “And who are you? Better yet, I’d like to see some identification.” I swung my jacket off to the side and rested my hand on the butt of my weapon. He never took his eyes off of me while he reached into his back pocket and pulled out his badge. “I’m Special Agent López.”

      López! “Sorry, I was under the impression you were out of town for a few days.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m back.”

      He didn’t seem interested in my presence at the office. I watched him take a seat at the desk near the rear, away from where Cabrera sat. If they were best buds, why didn’t they sit near each other? He unpacked his laptop and then relegated himself to tapping. I was at a loss for words. Was this ape socially inept? The thought of being stuck in this office with Special Agent A-Hole didn’t thrill me. If that’s how it was going down—fine. I’m the queen of the silent treatment. I sat back down at my desk and busied myself with the report.

      For the next hour or so, neither of us said a word to each other. In fact, that jackhole didn’t even offer to grab me anything from the market downstairs when he went for a soda run. I don’t drink soda, but I might have wanted a piece of chocolate. My nerves had started to get the best of me. I had lost all my focus, and the only thought I had was to yell at Cabrera for leaving me there. It was a monumental waste of my time, and the investigation had essentially come to a grinding halt.

      I snuck a few peeks at López as he busied himself. How could this agent sit there and ignore another agent a few feet away? It didn’t match the office culture Cabrera boasted of. López didn’t appear bothered by the silence, and his complete lack of courtesy seemed out of place. What the hell is wrong with him?

      I stood up in a huff, grabbed my purse, and headed toward the door. I figured fresh air would help calm me down; slamming the door on the way out helped as well.

      I stomped down the stairs and over to the convenience store, where I proceeded to buy myself the biggest bar of chocolate they had. I then slipped into the canteen and asked for a cup of hot water. Two cups of tea and three quarters of a bar of chocolaty goodness later, I had calmed down. I’m Abby Kane, FBI. I don’t get riled.

      I tucked the last bit of chocolate into my purse for later and headed back upstairs. As I expected, the stump had not moved from his desk. I sat and stared, wondering how long it would take for him to look up. Ten seconds? Twenty? A minute? I leaned back and kicked both feet up on my desk, letting the heels clank down on the metal desk. He stopped typing. A beat later, he looked up at me.

      “You got something you want to say?”

      For someone who attended university in the States, his English was rough, and his accent was thicker than one would expect. “It’s Fredy, right?” I stuck with casual. He didn’t deserve to be addressed properly. “You treat every visitor to this warm hospitality of yours?”

      He let out a breath. “Look, I’m not here to babysit.”

      “I don’t see any babies around here.”

      “Funny, I thought I heard whining a second ago.”

      “No, that’s the sound of the FBI doing the DEA’s job.” Zing!

      “Oh, okay. Then ask them why they sent a secretary and not an agent.”

      Oooh, someone wants to get knocked the eff out. My fists balled up tighter than ever; I felt my nails cutting into my palms as they shook under the desk. What a low blow. López might have had a height advantage, but I inherited my father’s love for bare-knuckle fighting. I was quick. I was short. And if given the chance, I always placed my first punch where they least expected it. Men think all women want to play with their family jewels. When are they going to realize we like sparkly, not hairy?

      I belonged to a gym in North Beach and got consistent sparring time with a few of the local boxers. So the fact that we had just gone from not talking to “I want a good clean fight. Let’s touch gloves and come out at the bell!” in a matter of seconds didn’t bother me at all. Ding! Ding!

      The tension was thick as we sized each other up. It didn’t appear that either of us was going to look away, let alone blink. We had insulted each other past the point of no return. Whoever gave in now would be the weak one. It had been a while since I’d had to put up with any misogynistic crap, but I knew this game. I spent years as a detective in Hong Kong. They were still calling me “delivery girl” when I made Chief Inspector.

      Someone had to crack. The staring competition was boring me. Luckily for him, my cell phone rang.

      “This is Abby Kane.”

      “Abby, it’s Dom. How are you holding up?”

      “Not so good. Your other half got back early.”

      “Who? Fredy?”

      “Yup.” I watched López close his laptop and slowly push his chair back from the desk.

      “Abby, it can’t be. I spoke to him twenty minutes ago. He’s still in Medellín.”

      I didn’t answer, and Fredy López continued to stare me down.

      “Abby?”

      I watched him reach down to his side, and I heard a slow zipping sound.

      “Abby? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is Fredy clean shaven?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Fredy has a beard. Get out of there now!”
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      No sooner had Cabrera spoken those words than Fake Fredy lifted his right arm up and pointed a large silver handgun at my face. My instincts took over, and I flew off my chair and hit the floor as the gun boomed. It was high caliber—the kind that punched holes in people. I had my service weapon drawn, a Glock 22, no match for his firepower but enough to spill his brains.

      I peeked around the side of my desk and squeezed off two rounds, forcing him to duck and giving me the chance to scramble further away behind another desk. He let out a low grunt. I had nicked him, but a surface wound wouldn’t slow him. If anything, it just pissed him off. My only shot at survival might be out that front door.

      “Agent,” he roared, “you can’t escape.”

      We’ll agree to disagree. I had gotten closer to the door, but mostly I hoped one of the businesses downstairs had heard the gunshots and had called the police.

      No footsteps. He wasn’t on the move.

      Suddenly, the top of the wooden chair next to me splintered into pieces. Shit! I could hear a low guttural laugh coming from his direction. It was a game to him. He wanted to hunt me. I had a terrible feeling he could have killed me already but instead chose to have fun.

      I couldn’t stay put. I scrambled on all fours toward the last desk. Another shot rang out, hitting the file cabinet I had passed. I popped up and had him in my sights. I pulled the trigger twice. This time, I saw red explode off his left arm. He reeled back a few steps and howled. I had rendered it useless. Unfortunately, he appeared to be right-handed and managed to return fire, forcing me to duck. Again.

      “You fucking bitch. I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

      I had no idea who this guy was or why he was trying to kill me. An assassination attempt on one of the DEA agents made sense, but me? I had just arrived. How could my attacker have known who I was or that I was even here? Could I really have been the target, or was I simply in the wrong place at the wrong time?

      I couldn’t quite tell. He called me “agent,” but he didn’t say my name. He could have been sent here to target any agent. But if Cabrera or the real Fredy were here, they would never have let him inside. The story didn’t add up. A plethora of questions had found their way into my head. I had to stop my internal dialogue and concentrate on killing this guy. My escape depended on it. I had already determined my odds of surviving a dash to the door were nil.

      I maneuvered to the right side of the desk near the row of filing cabinets lining the wall. My body temperature had taken off like a rocket. My forehead was slick, and I could feel a trickle snaking its way down the left side of my face. Where was he? I couldn’t stay put for much longer. I slowed my breaths and listened. A second later I heard him. He was on the move. Now, Abby! I popped up, not knowing if he had me targeted or not. He had. I barely missed having my forehead seared in half by hot lead. I had to act quickly. I reached out and grabbed the leg of the plastic chair next to me and chucked it high over to where I had last seen him. As soon as I let go, I moved around the desk, rose up and pumped two bullets into his chest, sending him backward to the ground. My plan had worked. I caught him looking.

      I held my weapon straight out and listened for a moment. All I heard was the thumping in my chest. He was obscured by office furniture, so my approach was cautious and my finger remained on the trigger. When I finally had my eyes on him, I saw that his eyes had rolled back into his head. He was dead, all right.

      I searched the body, avoiding the pool of crimson that grew under him, but found nothing worth noting except his weapon. It was custom built, a .45 caliber. I rooted through his bag and found it was filled with old newspapers. His laptop was empty. All of that tapping was a game of Solitaire. Was this a hit? If it was, he wasn’t a very good assassin. A professional would have put a slug in my face the moment I opened the door. Speaking of moments. I started to see the signs—signs that should have sounded the alarm.

      He had jiggled the knob for so long that I opened the door for him. Was that part of his plan? It worked. My second oversight was that he didn’t speak to me about anything regarding Riggs. That’s because he knew nothing. I had confused it with rudeness. Why did he wait until the call to make a move? Was he unsure? Had he shown up for Cabrera or López?

      That phone call, coupled with the assassin’s incompetence, saved my life. I should have been dead.
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      Cabrera arrived fifteen minutes after I shot my attacker dead. He was shocked.

      “I’m as confused as you are. We get death threats all the time, but what government agency doesn’t? This is the worst we’ve seen it, though.”

      “So nothing like this has ever taken place?” I asked.

      “No, nothing to this degree. Emails, notes outside the door, human waste thrown on the windows⁠—”

      “Ewwww.”

      “Yeah, tell me about. We flip a coin to determine who cleans it. Every now and then, a rogue shot comes through the window, but that stopped after we installed bulletproof glass. Anyway, we figured most of these threats were just talk.”

      “Do you think he was after me?”

      Cabrera knelt next to the body. “How could he be? Fredy and I were the only ones who knew you were coming.” He stood up and threw his hands up. “I don’t recognize this guy, but he had to be here for either Fredy or me. We’re known entities among the cartels. We made the lives of the drug lords harder. It only makes sense for us to be targeted.”

      “So he could have been waiting for either of you to return?”

      Cabrera shrugged. “It’s possible. And then the phone call spooked him.”

      The police and the medical examiner arrived shortly and proceeded to do their jobs. Cabrera had busied himself with them, so I took that opportunity to step outside and call home. It’s not often the job shakes me up, but it did that day. At that moment, nothing was more important to me than hearing the voices of my children and Po Po. I didn’t bother to tell them what had happened. I was content to listen to whatever they had to say. Nothing was too trivial. I often forget how precious life is, and it’s not until these reality checks knock on my noggin that I remember. Yet within a week… Oh, who am I kidding? I usually forget within a day. I hate that about myself.

      My pity party didn’t improve much when I started thinking about what would have happened to them had I been killed. What’s the plan, Abby? I didn’t have one. I wiped away the tears that had welled. First things first: When I get home, I need to figure out a plan B. In the meantime, I would try not to beat myself up and instead focus that energy on enjoying my family. Hard to do when you’re almost four thousand miles away.

      When the medical examiner finished up and the body was removed, Cabrera had a cleaning service take over. A few hours later, everything smelled like fresh pine, and it looked like nothing had ever happened. I notified Reilly about the hit and let him know that my fact-gathering assignment had taken a dark turn, but I was fine to continue. Reilly agreed that most likely I wasn’t the target but instructed me to be extra careful.

      “There’s only so much I can do for you while you’re in Bogotá, Abby. The sooner you wrap things up, the better.”

      Tell me about it.

      Cabrera and I closed up and headed over to his favorite watering hole. We both needed a drink. We sat quietly, tilting back our bottles and creating bubbly fountains. At a time like this, beer seemed fitting. Then we ordered four shots—even more fitting.

      “It’s aguardiente. The translation is firewater.” He rubbed his hands together and smacked his lips. “It’s like a brandy. This one has a citrus flavor.” He picked up the shot glass and raised it. “Here’s to survival.”

      I tapped my glass against his and chucked the clear liquid back. The burn wasn’t bad, and the taste of oranges came through.

      He immediately picked up the second shot glass. “Best to get two drinks into us, considering…”

      Who was I to argue? I felt a small tinge of numbness around the edges of my face.

      Cabrera looked me in the eyes. “I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

      “How could we have known?” I said with a shrug.

      He grabbed my right hand, and I watched it disappear between both of his. They were warm, surprisingly soft. I didn’t think we were that friendly. Or maybe the agents in the DEA really look out for one another. Whatever his motive, it made me feel safe.

      “I’m serious, Abby.”

      “I’m glad you called when you did.”

      He studied my face for a minute. “Listen, I was going to invite you out tonight, you know, to the club, but I’m not so sure it’s a good idea.”

      “Good, because I’m not in the mood.”

      “There’s nothing more we can do today. We should both go home and relax. Tomorrow we fly to Mitú.”

      “Oh, wait. There was something I wanted to ask you before the whole Fredy ordeal reared its head. I read in the report that there was another victim with similar wounds to Agent Riggs’s and the young couple, but there’s very little information about this other body and where it was found. Yet if I’m correct, that victim had the eyewitness.”

      Cabrera looked away from me and chewed on his bottom lip. “I was afraid you would ask about that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that one was found in the jungle. He was a member of an indigenous tribe.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m not. We’ll need a guide who can speak the language of the tribe. And then there’s the equipment and supplies we’ll have to stock up on.”

      “Supplies? Equipment?”

      “We would be hiking into the jungle. There are no roads.”

      My jaw unhinged and swayed in the wind. My reaction must have made me look like a newbie agent.

      “Still interested in pursuing that victim?”

      “Of course,” I blurted out. I wasn’t about to be seen as the weaker half of the team. I honestly didn’t know what a hike in the jungle would entail, but I wasn’t afraid. How hard could it be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day, we touched down at Mitú Airport a little before noon. Even though I slept most of the plane ride, I still felt a bit groggy when Cabrera woke me. What struck me first as I exited the plane was the noticeable moisture in the air. I quickly retrieved my sunglasses from my purse to shield my eyes from the bright light reflecting off the ground, the plane, and the buildings at the small airport. I had purposely hydrated before going to sleep last night to avoid any headaches. No need for the sun to foil any of my plans.

      The black tarmac was unforgiving in the heat. It didn’t take long for perspiration to bubble up on my forehead during the seventy-yard walk to the terminal building. My steps were slow and sticky. I kept my head down and wondered how a few brave weeds could dare to make their home in this manmade desert. As I walked along the empty airfield, only one thought came to mind: Couldn’t the captain have parked the plane closer? I retrieved a napkin from my purse and dabbed gently.

      “It’s the jungle.”

      “Huh?”

      “The jungle,” Cabrera motioned with his head toward the distant tree line. “It’s what makes it much more humid here than Bogotá.”

      “What else can the jungle do?”

      “It kills people who aren’t careful.”

      A little dramatic, aren’t we?

      As my time in Colombia continued to grow and the trip I had envisioned grew less and less recognizable, I briefly rethought investigating the second body.

      When we reached our hotel forty minutes later, I was beat. The heat had sapped my energy, making me want to do nothing but sit still in icy, air-conditioned bliss. Thankfully, I’d had the foresight to pack a pair of shorts. I couldn’t imagine walking around in jeans. I changed into a tank top and slipped a thin cotton buttondown over that to hide my holster on my hip. A pair of hiking boots finished off my outfit.

      I met up with Cabrera in the lobby where he handed me water. “It’s important we stay hydrated.”

      I thanked him and took the bottle.

      “The local police officer involved with Riggs’s case is scheduled to meet us here any minute. He’ll drive us out to the location where they found his body.”

      Just as Cabrera finished giving me the heads up, a dark-skinned man dressed in a khaki uniform approached us. “Dom,” he said, extending his arm, “it’s good to see you again.”

      Cabrera shook the man’s hand. “It’s been too long, my friend.”

      I watched the two men hug it out like they were old college buddies. I hadn’t been aware that Cabrera knew the officer so well.

      He then turned to me with his arm out. “David, I’d like you to meet Agent Abby Kane. She’s with the FBI and is here to help with the investigation of Agent Riggs’s death.”

      The man with a smile larger than Cabrera’s took my hand and gave it an enthusiastic shake. “I’m Captain David Gómez, but you may call me David. I’m sorry to hear about the attack at the office.”

      Oh, I hadn’t realized my situation had become news.

      “I mentioned it to David when I spoke with him yesterday,” Cabrera offered, sensing my surprise. “He had his men reach out to some informants. Maybe some information about this guy will show up.”

      “Nothing so far,” Gómez said.

      “Same thing on our end,” Cabrera added. “The fingerprints came up empty.”

      Seriously? You didn’t think to mention that to me? “They did?”

      “Sorry, Abby. I got a text earlier from my contact. I should have told you sooner.”

      I hoped this wasn’t his way of protecting me from bad news. Maybe he’d forgotten that I was an FBI agent who also shot her attacker dead. That’s not a detail that’s easily overlooked, right? I appreciated the concern, but I certainly didn’t need any coddling.

      Cabrera broke the awkward silence by slapping his friend on the back. “David is with JUNGLA. It stands for anti-narcotics jungle company. His unit is integral in conducting raids on the drug factories located deep in the jungle.”

      “A special unit for the jungle, huh? I never would have thought, but it makes perfect sense.”

      “Everyone is surprised when they hear about it.” Gómez pointed to the lobby exit. “My truck is right outside. Let’s get moving.”

      When he said his truck, I expected an SUV. What we got instead was an old Toyota pick-up truck. That meant one thing: an Abby sandwich.

      There I was, forced to sit on the middle hump because of my tiny frame. To make matters worse, the ride was bumpy, and the two slabs of muscle on either side of me created an oven-like effect that later had me peeling my leg off of Cabrera’s.

      Later, we pulled over onto the side of the road. “This is where we found the body,” Gómez said, pointing to an irrigation ditch alongside the highway. I spun around, surveying the area. There were a few fields with crops, but most of it looked like ranch land as far as the eye could see.

      “What on earth would bring Agent Riggs out here?” I asked as we exited the vehicle.

      “Gómez turned his head toward me. “What brought him out here is what you can’t see.”

      What? I shook my head and raised my shoulders at him.

      He pointed down the highway toward a hill that obscured the view into the distance. “There’s a rest stop not too far away. It has a gas station, a couple of shops and places to eat, a tiny bar, and a place to rent rooms by the hour or day. It’s the last sign of the civilized world before the road takes you into the jungle.”

      Cabrera chimed in. “We think someone asked him to meet them there because of its location.”

      “So the thought is premeditation?” I asked.

      “Look, a big part of how we get our information is through informants. Some are normal citizens who saw something strange, but most are either current or ex-employees of the drug lords who have grudges against their bosses. Sometimes the drug lords’ enemies come to us with information. Any one of them could have a reason for killing Riggs.”

      I let my eyes sweep across the area where Gómez said the body had lain. Nothing popped out. I walked the area, knelt, and scanned the ground but saw nothing. “I take it no irrigation has run through here since Riggs’s death.”

      Gómez shook his head. “This is an abandoned farm, but any evidence of him being here has probably been washed away by recent rains. Come on. We’ll head to the rest stop. Maybe it will help.”

      I assumed my snug-as-a-bug position as we drove for another ten minutes. Seconds after we crested the tiny hill, the rest stop came into sight. It really was the last stop of civilization. Behind it, I could see the rain forest. It stood tall like a green wall separating two worlds.

      We spent another hour walking around the area and talking to employees at the various businesses. Not much came of it. They told us what we already knew: Agent Riggs was here. He’d had dinner at the small restaurant and then headed over to the bar where he was seen having drinks, shooting pool—essentially, relaxing. We exited the bar and stood under an awning and out of the sun’s grasp.

      I turned to Cabrera. “In the report, it stated that Riggs had a room reservation at the hotel in Mitú. Why?”

      “It was his first trip. I told Riggs to spend the night, get to know the town,” Cabrera said.

      Gómez also confirmed that he had met with Riggs a little before three but wasn’t sure about his plans. “After I finished with Riggs, I went about my way and he his.”

      I shifted my weight and rested my hands on my hips. “Captain Gómez⁠—”

      “Please, call me David.”

      “Okay, David. You said his body was found at eight the next morning.”

      “That is correct.”

      “No car?”

      “We don’t rent cars. It’s easier to hire a taxi,” Cabrera answered.

      “Was he attempting to walk back to Mitú?”

      Gómez shrugged. “An employee from the bar said he was drunk when he left.”

      What I had heard so far all seemed plausible, but it made no sense for a DEA agent to operate this way. Why go to the rest stop for dinner and some drinks? Why not stay in Mitú? It’s easier. A drunk man walking home doesn’t seem strange if the walk isn’t far. The rest stop was a thirty-minute drive from town. That’s not walking distance.

      “Well, if Riggs came out here to meet with an informant, then we have a problem.”

      “Why’s that?” Cabrera asked.

      “According to the report, no one in town saw Riggs meet with anyone.”
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      Outside of Mitú, the silver sedan sped along the two-lane highway, barely missing a crossing rabbit. The rear lights burned bright as the vehicle slowed abruptly and made a left turn onto a dirt road. It rapidly gained speed and left a brown plume in its wake as it headed straight toward a large, windowless building.

      A few minutes later, the vehicle slid to a stop, and a thin man wearing wire-framed glasses jumped out of the driver’s seat. He swiftly approached the concrete building. There were no commercial markings on the building’s façade, and there appeared to be only one entrance: a steel door. Two men dressed in fatigues and brandishing AK-47s manned the entrance while on the rooftop in a crow’s nest were a couple of snipers with three-hundred-sixty-degree views.

      The building sat back about a hundred fifty feet from the main road, surrounded by trees and brush. One could easily drive past without noticing it. The locals had learned to stay away from buildings like that.

      The man waved to the guards at ground level and quickly punched a security code into a keypad. Three beeps later, the door opened, and he disappeared inside.

      The interior fit that of a typical warehouse facility—plenty of empty space. Along one wall, large, wooden crates were stacked three high and marked with stenciling that read Coffee. Another side of the building had floor-to-ceiling shelving filled with various machinery but mostly bags of fertilizer. Up above was a crisscross of catwalks.

      The visitor crossed the width of the building to the side where the large crates were stacked. He stood in front of one and looked up toward the ceiling. With closer inspection, one could see armed men patrolling the catwalks that led to a small office at the far end of the building. He waved at the office.

      Suddenly, the crate in front of him swung open, revealing a hidden chamber with an opening in the floor. The man entered and climbed down a metal ladder, roughly twenty-five feet, until he stood in a brightly lit corridor. He walked to the end of the hall and opened the door leading to a large laboratory. As he reached for a lab coat near the entrance, a voice called out to him.

      “Julio, over here.”

      Julio Ortega turned toward the sound and saw his younger brother bent over a microscope. He quickly made his way over while he slipped on the coat. “Is it true?” he asked.

      Elan Ortega looked up from the scope. “I believe so. We still need to conduct live trials, but I think we’ve stabilized the growth of the cells. Come, take a look.” He motioned with his hand.

      The Ortega brothers specialized in human genome research. More specifically, they loved messing around with human DNA. They studied what others in the scientific community called “fringe science.” As they became more involved with this sort of research, they pulled further away from the establishment. They were now experimenting with no governing boards or peers, in a realm of questionable morals and very little allegiance to any type of Hippocratic Oath of responsibility toward mankind.

      Julio looked into the microscope. “This is amazing. The cells are no longer congealing. We must test this right away.”

      Only a few weeks earlier, the Ortegas were in the jungle, working in a small makeshift lab. Free from interruptions and surrounded by a bounty of flora to experiment with, they had spent close to a year developing and testing a variety of mixtures.

      Over four thousand combinations later, they finally had the positive reaction they were looking for—a huge break for the brothers. It was then that the Ortegas pulled up stakes and relocated to a modified warehouse in Mitú to begin the next phase of testing. However, their celebration was short lived. Somehow, they had documented the formula incorrectly and were unable to replicate the results seen earlier in the jungle. With thirty-six different ingredients and virtually limitless possible combinations, that mistake was a serious setback. From then on, they had worked night and day, mixing and matching, attempting to replicate every single combination of the ingredients they had tried in the past in the hope of finding that magical mix again. They had.

      Julio readied the drug while Elan walked into the holding room next door. Inside, a chimpanzee lay on a bed.

      “Hello, Malcolm.”

      Malcolm was the name they gave all their test subjects. This particular animal was Malcolm #69. The other sixty-eight were dead.

      A few days before, he had been a lively ball of fur. The drug had improved his physical and mental abilities. He had grasped almost all of the sign commands they had taught him. They joked that, in a week, he would speak and be capable of debating politics. His improvement had continued for two days, but then Malcolm became sick like the others. The brothers were confident that they were getting closer to stabilizing and controlling the side effects of the drug.

      Malcolm didn’t respond to Elan’s greeting. He was lethargic—an unusual condition for a fully grown male chimp. He didn’t move. He didn’t blink. He hadn’t touched his last meal. It was unfortunate, but his health was diminishing. However, because he wasn’t dead yet, it was a huge improvement for the brothers’ track record.

      Ever since they had lost the recipe, all of the test subjects had died within minutes of being injected. The working recipe they had discovered in the jungle kept their subjects alive for a few hours—long enough for the brothers to start making adjustments to the drug so they could stabilize the effects. The fact that Malcolm #69 was still alive meant the Ortegas were not only back on track, but ahead.

      Elan checked the chimp’s blood pressure. “Don’t worry, Malcolm. We have hope this time around.”
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      Our trip to “Rest Stop City” turned out to be a big bust. The location where the two teens were found didn’t help much either. Talking to this so-called witness had become a high priority for me. I made it clear to Cabrera and Gómez that we had to pursue all angles, and that required a trip into the jungle.

      Gómez said we would need a guide. “I know the perfect person. I’ll handle the arrangements.”

      We said our goodbyes at the hotel. If our plan fell into place, we would leave the next morning at eleven.

      “Why not leave earlier—get a good start on the day?” I asked Cabrera as we walked into the hotel restaurant for dinner.

      “We’ll need time to shop for supplies. What you’re wearing isn’t going to suffice for the hike. Plus, we’ll need some camping gear just in case.”

      I stopped. “What do you mean, just in case?”

      Cabrera turned back toward me. “It’s a four-hour hike to where the village is. I don’t know how physically fit you are. Plus, we’ll have to spend at least one night at the village, and I haven’t a clue as to what the accommodations are there. Best to bring something.”

      “Wait. We aren’t driving? I saw the road continue into the jungle.”

      “Yeah, but the road can only get us so close. From there, we’ll be on foot.”

      The significance of the journey we were about to embark on suddenly became clear, and I understood his hesitation. We would be heading into the jungle to find an indigenous tribe so I could question one of their people. In the back of my head, I guess I knew this, but the realization of how bizarre this experience would be didn’t hit me until then.

      “Don’t worry. You’re in good hands,” Cabrera said with a warm smile.

      I excused myself from the table so I could give Reilly an update.

      “You sure that’s necessary? Can’t the local authorities send in a team to extract the guy?” Reilly asked.

      “We’re talking about a member of an indigenous tribe, not some drug runner for a cartel.”

      Reilly hesitated before answering. I don’t think he saw the difference. As usual though, he gave me the answer he always did.

      “Do what you need to do to get the job done.”

      I returned just as the waiter left our table. I inhaled deeply as I sat. “Smells great.”

      Dinner came with a generous helping of rice and beans—no surprise there. Cabrera had also ordered a platter of various grilled meats, fried plantains, and cheese.

      As we ate, he continually steered the conversation away from the investigation and back to me. He wanted to know about my life in Hong Kong, especially the type of cases I investigated. Then he moved on to asking about my life in San Francisco, the kids, my late husband, and my mother-in-law. He peppered me nonstop, and I answered everything at first. Maybe I enjoyed the attention more than I should have. Okay, I definitely did. But eventually I realized we weren’t getting any work done, and it was turning into a bad habit.

      “How do you guys accomplish anything around here if you never discuss the case?”

      “We don’t normally have beautiful distractions like you to contend with.”

      I laughed and flipped my hair back. A girl can ignore the effects her beauty has on a man for only so long. “Don’t you have a girlfriend?” I asked, my eyes darting away from his.

      His head tilted from side to side. “Eh, I haven’t had much luck.”

      I didn’t believe him. On top of his looks, he had this endearing way of constantly running his hands through his wavy brown hair to keep it out of his eyes. His broad shoulders and V-shaped torso didn’t hurt either.

      The physical aside, he was also easy to talk to and knew when to be funny and when not to. Nothing irritates me more than a guy who doesn’t know when his jokes have run their course. Since my arrival, he had also opened every door for me. I thought it might be a cultural thing, so I paid attention to other men during our outings. I didn’t see the same courtesy afforded to all of the women, and it made me feel special. This guy would easily check off the many wants on a single gal’s list.

      From the start, I had ignored his advances and pretended I either didn’t notice or wasn’t interested. Truth is, if we were back in San Francisco, he would most likely be picking me up for a date. There was nothing wrong with him except he lived all the way in Bogotá and I didn’t. My assignment was to investigate Riggs’s case and then leave as soon as possible. I wasn’t counting on a partner with puppy-dog eyes who wagged his tail for me whenever I entered the room. I mean, it’s not like I had headed to Vegas with a group of single friends and left the door open for something wild to happen. This was Bogotá. It was work. And what happens here⁠—

      Hmmm. I guess that Vegas line could work here.

      Before I knew it, we had finished dinner and were sitting outside on the hotel’s veranda. The weather was mild that night, and the crickets sang their hearts out. There was Jameson in my glass, and my head rested comfortably against Cabrera’s shoulder as I listened to his soothing voice vibrate through his arm. For the last hour, he’d been telling me stories about growing up in Bogotá.

      “When I was seven or eight, my mother enrolled me in piano lessons even though I begged her to let me take Brazilian jiujitsu.”

      “Isn’t that a form of mixed martial arts?” I asked.

      “It is now, but back then it was still being developed into its own art form based on judo.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I took the piano lessons.” His smile crept up one side of his face.

      “Something tells me you didn’t take the lessons.”

      “I did, but I told the teacher my mother could only afford to pay half the fee and asked if she would allow me to clean up around the studio to make up for the difference.”

      “Let me guess; she said yes?”

      Cabrera nodded. “I used the other half of the money to take lessons at the local gym.”

      “And you were able to keep this from your mother?”

      “My mother has a habit of believing what she wants to believe. So long as she heard me practicing, I was fine.”

      “How long were you able to keep this charade of yours going?”

      “Four years.”

      My eyebrows shot up as I lifted my head off his shoulder. “What?”

      “Yeah. During that time, I had seven recitals, and I also won the title championship in jiujitsu for my age group each of those years.”

      Boy, did I have you pegged wrong. “What were you, some kind of kid prodigy?”

      “No. My IQ fell short of the official prodigy category.”

      And I thought I was pretty accomplished. “I don’t even want to know how smart you are.”

      Cabrera laughed and then launched into another story. It didn’t take long for his voice to put me back into that comfortable state. I was so relaxed and in the moment that, when I dug myself further into his side and murmured, it took a few seconds for me to realize what I had done. I sat up awkwardly. Fast.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I pretended to check my watch. “The time. I should get some sleep if I’m going to be ready for our hike tomorrow.” I was still grasping the idea that I had totally snuggled up to him. At what point did we stop eating grilled meat at the dinner table and start acting like a couple under the moonlight? I looked at the empty rocks glass in my hand and realized the culprit. Dammit!
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      When I woke the next morning, I felt surprisingly fine considering how many Jamesons I’d downed the night before. I chalked up my remarkable recovery to two sources: first, I’m half-Irish; second, I had been able to work jogging back into my schedule and was in pretty good shape. As a teenage schoolgirl, in high school, I loved running, especially for track and field. The 110-meter hurdle was my specialty. Nowadays, I settled for a forty-five-minute run around North Beach with my MP3 player booming. I was definitely ready for my adventure in the rain forest.

      Of course, what happened the night before popped back into my head, and my mood shifted slightly. Ugh, why must I have such a keen sense of memory? I couldn’t believe I actually snuggled. I fell into his trap. Warm body, muscular arm, hint of aftershave, calming voice. He had the right bait, and I was the weak bitch.

      Well, I had to move on. I could either be an adult about this, meaning I don’t mention anything and act as if it didn’t happen, or I can be really awkward and still not mention anything. I decided against awkward. I could handle this. He probably thought I was a sure thing last night. Ah-ha, Abby Kane scores a point in our cat-and-mouse game.

      Though when I met up with Cabrera for a quick breakfast at the hole-in-the-wall next to the hotel, I was a bit thrown by his actions. He was a little too good at playing the nothing-happened-last-night game—much more than I’d expect or would have liked. Just the other day, he was the puppy dog following me around. Maybe I’d had Cabrera all wrong. Maybe he was just a nice guy and not into me.

      Suddenly I realized I was irritated by the realization he might not be interested, which of course was completely insane. There I sat with my fake smile masking my pouty lips, my body temperature rising and my brain in overdrive as I analyzed the situation. If I were a guy trying to read my signals, I’d be totally confused. That’s when I saw what was really going on. I felt so silly. I knew right then what I needed to do: I would have to make it clear that he could and should go back to chasing me even though I wanted to keep it professional between us.

      During our shopping trip, I picked out better hiking shoes and longer shorts—real cargo shorts. The ones I had were “too short” according to Cabrera. While they weren’t exactly Daisy Dukes, I could understand his concern.

      “In the jungle, everything will want to bite you.”

      That was all I needed to hear in order to try on a few cargo capris. Later, Cabrera handed me a large backpack. “I packed this for you. It’s everything you need. You can leave the bag you packed yourself at the hotel. You won’t need anything in it.”

      “What makes you so sure? You don’t know what I have in this duffle bag.”

      “Trust me.”

      “You know, I’m no stranger to the outdoors. I’ll have you know I went on many a hunting trip with my father while growing up.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “He liked to hunt big game, and we would make trips to Africa often. I’ve taken down water buffalo, impalas, and more. We even went to Alaska and hunted moose. Can you single-handedly slaughter a moose with a knife? I can.”

      I could see the wheels spinning in his head. I had blindsided him with that slaughter tidbit.

      “All right, you’re not a newbie, but still, trekking through the Amazon is different. The dangers you faced on your rich-man safaris don’t compare to what the jungle can throw at you. The animals here will hunt you, and there won’t be a Land Rover separating you from them. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I decided not to fuel this stupid debate. We were both swinging our dicks, trying to impress the other. He wanted to play the role of tough man looking out for weak woman. Fine. What’s the harm?

      A few minutes later, Gómez met up with us. He had brought along our guide as promised. I wasn’t expecting a man who stood closer to my height than to Gómez’s or Cabrera’s to lead us on the hike.

      “Call me Rapau,” he said, smiling. “I am very knowledgeable about the area where we are heading.”

      His dark skin and accent were the only clues that he was from an indigenous tribe. Everything else about him, from his haircut to his clothes, was westernized.

      “Rapau isn’t from the exact tribe you seek, but he will be able to translate for you,” Gómez said, shifting his eyes back and forth between Cabrera and me. “He has been there many times. Nothing to worry about.”

      I watched Rapau walk off to grab supplies of his own before turning back to Gómez. “Does he know about the investigation?”

      “Yes. I briefed him. It’s important he know everything if he is to deal with the tribe elders and not offend them.”

      “Offend them?”

      “The indigenous people aren’t like us. You don’t walk into their village and start poking your head around. That’s actually a good way to lose it.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “I’d hate to see that happen.”

      Gómez motioned to the bulge under my jacket near my hip. “Be sure to keep your weapon hidden at all times.”

      “I always do. But out of curiosity, why?”

      “Until Rapau makes all the proper introductions, you will be considered trespassers on the tribe’s land. A gun will be seen as a threat.”

      “What happens if they’re threatened?” Cabrera asked.

      Gómez shifted his eyes to his friend. “They will attack.”
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      I inhaled deeply, taking in every bit of the fragrant greenery surrounding me. My nose filled with what I could only describe as a humid, flowery smell—nothing like the woodsy scent I had grown accustomed to during my hikes through Muir Woods across the bay back home. I stopped in a spot where the canopy had opened, and the sun shined through, lighting me like a star on a Broadway stage. I closed my eyes and left it up to my ears to paint the picture.

      The jungle rustled in all directions. I assumed there was a bevy of mischievous little critters wondering who this strange person was trouncing through their backyard. Every step I took sent them scattering. High above in the treetops, the squawking conversation of parrots reverberated while, in the distance, a different type of screeching piqued my interest and forced me to open my eyes a sliver for a look. Swinging amongst the tree limbs away from me, I saw a lanky shadow. We were two hours in on our jungle expedition, and I was having a ball.

      “Abby.”

      I opened my eyes fully and saw Cabrera looking back at me. The look on his face told me he had obviously backtracked to my location.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’m enjoying the jungle.”

      “Well, look, I can’t have you falling behind. As pretty as it is, it’s also very dangerous.”

      Right then, something flew directly over our heads, close enough to cause both of us to duck. A few feet away from us, clinging to a tree trunk, was a curious little fellow about the size of a cat.

      “A monkey,” I whispered. “He’s so cute.”

      His head jerked from left to right as he moved up and down the tree trunk, surveying. He was as curious about us as we were about him. I retrieved my phone from my pocket, hoping to catch a photo of him to send to Lucy. I was eager to show her the cool zoo Mommy visited. I had been snapping pictures of pretty flowers, tall trees, and a few insects and butterflies, but this was the first primate I had encountered.

      I held up my phone, zoomed and clicked. It was perfect. I had caught the inquisitive little guy looking at me dead on. His eyes were dark, and he had a red beard. White hair covered the majority of his face except for the top; it was a grayish-brown. He looked elderly, but his jerky movements suggested otherwise.

      “If I’m not mistaken, that’s a titi monkey,” Cabrera whispered. “They’re pretty territorial, but since I don’t hear or see any others, this guy must have gone off exploring on his own and saw us.”

      “They travel in packs?”

      “Yeah, and can get pretty noisy if you end up walking through their resting area.”

      “I’m collecting pictures for my daughter. I’ll try not to stray too far behind.”

      The jungle was beautiful, and it smelled amazing. I wished Lucy and Ryan could have been there to experience it.

      From there on, I resigned myself to sweating and swatting buzzing things out of my face as I kept in step with the group. Rapau led the way with a machete, which he used to slash through hanging vines, brush, and the occasional large leaf. He kept reminding us to stick exactly to the trail he was creating. Snakes were our biggest enemy and were very hard to spot. Rapau had already killed a tree boa.

      “They like to hang from limbs and attack passing prey,” he said. “It’s not good to walk into one.” While we were too big of a target, he said it was better not to take the chance.

      Rapau also warned that we would kill any venomous snakes we encountered, like the bushmaster. “It is the duty of jungle people. That snake has the most lethal bite of all vipers and is a threat to all tribes.”

      “Why do they attack humans?” I asked.

      “They don’t, really. Most attacks are accidental because they like to roam the jungle floor to hunt.”

      “Roam the jungle floor? So I could accidentally step on one?”

      “Yes. That’s why I said to follow my steps.”

      “Well, what if one of those things crosses the path before I get there?”

      He didn’t answer me. That’s all the encouragement I needed to keep close behind them.

      I powered down my phone. All my picture snapping had already drained half of my battery, and I had a sneaking suspicion the village didn’t have any electrical outlets. My guilty pleasure—solitaire before bed—would have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      It took us an extra forty minutes to reach the village due to my wandering. By then, my feet were killing me, and I had to pee like crazy. I had held it for the last hour, not wanting to squat in the thick of the jungle and have a snake target my nether regions.

      Rapau stopped us well before we set foot on the cleared land of the village, but he told us the locals had already spotted us and were watching. From where I stood, it looked like what I imagined: a bunch of huts made out of leaves and mud with semi-naked people walking around.

      “You two wait here while I go speak to the tribe elders.”

      Oh, God. I hope this doesn’t take long.

      “What’s the matter?” I heard Cabrera say.

      I looked up at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re squirming. Do you have to go to the bathroom?”

      He sounds like me talking to Lucy before we get in the car. “Ppfftt.” I brushed him off with my hand. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Come to think of it, I can’t remember you taking a bathroom break on the hike out.”

      Well, yeah. That’s because I don’t have a convenient flesh tube I can whip out. While I was fairly confident in my ability to pee while squatting and not have a yellow trail snap to my inner thigh, I chose to wait.

      I ignored Cabrera and the pain in my abdomen and watched Rapau disappear into the village. A few minutes later I heard running water. Actually, it was more like water being poured into a cup—a long, lingering pour. I turned around to find Cabrera holding his canteen high above his head, while slowly pouring water into a plastic cup. Do you see what I’m dealing with here? And he wonders why I keep ignoring his advances.

      I folded my arms. “I know what you’re doing.”

      He shook his head, and the wrinkles on his forehead deepened. “What are you talking about? I’m pouring myself a drink of water.”

      “Only an idiot needs two minutes to fill up an eight-ounce cup.”

      Cabrera smacked his lips after taking a sip. “Thirsty?” he asked, while offering me the cup.

      Before I knew it, I slapped his stupid little cup out of his hand and sent it disappearing on the other side of a large leafy plant.

      “Hey! That was my only cup and the last of my water,” he whined.

      “Sucks to be you,” I said before taking large gulps from my canteen. I smacked my lips back at him.

      Before Cabrera could restart the whine machine, we both heard Rapau making his way back toward us. His lips were pressed tightly together where normally there should have been a smile. Now what?

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      He shook his head but waited until he stood right next to us before speaking. “The elders have refused us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The door to the Mitú compound flew open, and in walked a man with a wide stance. He took large, forceful steps and crossed the width of the building more quickly than most would, stopping when he reached the hidden door in the coffee crate. After climbing down the stairs and entering the lab facilities, he spotted the Ortega brothers right away.

      “Tell me, what good news have you to share?” he boomed across the room.

      Julio looked up from his paperwork and adjusted his glasses. His boss, Faro Zapata, had entered the facility.

      As a one-time military commander fighting for the resistance known as FARC, Zapata had spent a good part of his youth perfecting his violent ways with the movement, joining when he was only fifteen. He quickly rose in the ranks due to his fearless attitude and his ability to outthink and outmaneuver his enemies in battle. His success made him a high-ranking officer at age twenty. For the next ten years, he had led a large group of soldiers until someone more powerful than him, and much more feared, had talked him into retiring. That man was El Monstruo.

      Like many others, Zapata had heard of him and thought he was nothing more than a story used to scare people. That was until a bag containing five million dollars had shown up at Zapata’s door. El Monstruo had delivered.

      Zapata was promised more money and more power than he ever could obtain with FARC. The deciding factor was being able to leave the jungle and live amongst the people, to enjoy his wealth like many of the drug lords he saw. So he said yes to the man on the phone. He would come and work for him. He would run the town of Mitú and parts of the southern region of Colombia. And, most importantly, he would oversee the development of a new drug.

      “We’ve made progress,” Julio responded.

      They immediately noticed the uptick in Zapata’s mood. They weren’t used to his jovial side. Their meetings were usually terse, with lots of yelling and fists slamming down on tables.

      Elan joined his brother. “Why the smiles, Señor Zapata? I’ve only known you to be a serious man.”

      “It’s been a good day. Now tell me about this progress.”

      Having just received word about the Peña family being slaughtered, Zapata was downright jolly—a rare sight indeed. He hated Javier, the man in charge of running operations in Bogotá. He had always thought he could do a better job and wanted more control than the town of Mitú. With Javier out of the way, Zapata had a chance to prove himself worthy of the responsibility. Success with the drug would be key.

      “Well…” Elan raised a hand. “It’s not exactly what you think.”

      Zapata’s smile diminished a bit. “Explain to me what it is I should think.”

      “We have successfully replicated the ingredients for the original formula and have started to work on perfecting the balance.”

      “That’s what you’re calling progress? If you two didn’t screw up, we would have been further along.” Zapata slammed his fist onto the lab table, rattling beakers and scaring a few chimps in nearby cages.

      The Ortegas stiffened. Zapata was an impatient man, and every day that they failed to deliver his drug, the more they tested what little patience he had.

      Julio described the success they’d had with Malcolm #69 and the chimp’s exceptional strength and intelligence after they had injected him with the drug.

      “When will we have a fully working specimen?” Zapata asked through a clenched jaw.

      “We are close,” Julio answered. “Now that we have a working formula, it’s only a matter of time before we have a way to stabilize the drug’s effects.”

      Zapata’s smile widened again as he calmed. He waved a finger at the brothers. “You speak with great confidence. Let’s hope it’s not in vain.”

      With that said, Zapata turned on his heels and exited the lab.

      The brothers were left looking at each other. Time did not favor their side.

      Julio patted his brother on the back. “Come now. We can’t let what Faro said distract us. We know what we are doing. We can and will figure this out.” Julio started to walk away when Elan responded.

      “Always the positive one, aren’t you?”

      “We have no choice.”

      The brothers walked through a series of corridors until they reached a newly built area of the lab, the deepest and most remote part. Only they were allowed in this area. An eye and fingerprint scan kept it that way. The Ortegas insisted.

      The holding chambers were located beyond the secured metal doors. There were ten of them, each with its own reinforced observation window. All of the rooms were empty except two. The brothers stopped at the one that housed a single male chimp. He had his own tire swing, shallow pool of water, and sleeping area, but he sat quietly in the corner.

      He had been this way the last few hours, rocking slowly, unaware of the visitors standing near the window and watching him. His eyes were cloudy, and pus gathered in the corners. He continually rubbed his hands together—the areas around his knuckles were raw.

      “His breathing is labored,” Elan said. He turned on the microphone and spoke while signing.

      “Malcolm, how are you feeling?”

      The chimp turned his head and signed he was worried.

      Elan reassured him.

      “He’s weak but stable. That is good news,” Julio said. “Continued adjustments should get us where we need to be. Prepare Malcolm #70.”

      “Are you sure we’re ready?” Elan asked.

      “We have the formula. It’s time to press ahead and make real progress.”

      Julio then turned to the chamber opposite them and peered inside. This one didn’t have a hanging tire but rather a desk and chair. In the corner, instead of a pool of water, was a bed and a shelf filled with books. Sitting on that bed was a man.

      Julio flipped the red switch and leaned toward the microphone.

      “Hello, Malcolm.”
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      I waited with my breath on hold for Rapau to laugh out loud and say, “I got you.” But he did nothing except stand there with a blank look on his face. Slowly, my brain comprehended the situation and the realization that I had just hiked five hours through a thick jungle only to be told “Sorry, not this time.” To say I was disappointed would have been a huge understatement.

      Rarely do words escape me, but my mouth had rigor mortis, and my brain had gone on hiatus. Rapau’s answer was the last thing I expected to hear. Even though his body language shouted that there was a problem, I had thought it would be something like “They want money” or “We have to wait a few hours.” But this?

      I turned to Cabrera. The look hanging from his face told me he was as befuddled as I was.

      “Can they do this? I mean… We came all the way out here. This is an investigation. I’m FBI,” I went on aimlessly, grabbing at anything that might save our little expedition.

      “They can do whatever they want. We’re in the middle of a jungle,” Rapau said as he motioned all around us. “The law here is their law.”

      I wasn’t about to give up so easily. “Rapau, is there anything we can do that will change their minds? Perhaps cash or supplies…”

      Rapau looked at Cabrera, but I motioned for him to focus back on me. “I’m right here. Talk to me.”

      The soft-spoken man swallowed and avoided looking me directly in my eyes. I sensed he was uneasy about the situation, which fed my other feelings that something wasn’t right. I asked Cabrera to give me a moment with Rapau. He let out a long breath to let me know what he thought but nodded and walked away.

      “Talk to me, Rapau.” He looked over at Cabrera and, once again, I refocused his attention back on me. “Don’t worry about him. He is not in charge here. I am. You understand that?”

      Rapau nodded his head and shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “There is something we can do.”

      “What is it?” I straightened up, and so did my ears. Houston, we have a breakthrough. “Tell me.”

      “You must be willing to participate.”

      “Of course. I’ll do anything.”

      “That’s good, because it will not work without you.”

      I grabbed hold of Rapau’s arms and stared him down. “What do I need to do?”

      He ran his tongue over his cracked lips before taking a quick look at Cabrera. Rapau then leaned in and whispered in my ear. What he told me had me thinking we should go home.
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      Rapau’s stare didn’t waver, and he didn’t crack a smile. Surely he couldn’t be serious. I asked him to repeat himself.

      “You must participate in a tribal ritual,” he said again.

      “What does that mean? Am I being offered up as a sacrifice to their gods or something?”

      Rapau’s eyebrows crinkled as he pulled his head back from me. “You watch King Kong too many times.”

      “It’s a welcoming ceremony. You’ll become an honorary member of the tribe. By doing this, it sends a signal that you respect them and take them seriously enough to become one of them.”

      “Why only me? What about him?” I said, motioning with my thumb.

      “It’s your look. They’ve never seen a woman like you.”

      “I’m the same height as most of them.”

      “Your skin, it’s very white.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or a slam. “I’m not joining the tribe. What if I can’t leave?” I wasn’t about to volunteer myself as an indentured servant.

      Cabrera made his way over to us. “What’s going on?”

      Rapau explained to Cabrera what he had told me. I watched for a reaction, but Cabrera kept his poker face in check. It didn’t appear to me that he knew anything about the ceremony. It wasn’t long after that that a pressing issue entered my head.

      “Is this some sort of secret marriage pact?”

      Rapau shook his head. “No, no, no. It’s nothing like that. I promise.”

      “It better not be, because I’m not sleeping with anyone in that village.”

      “Trust me.”

      I looked deeply into Rapau’s eyes. Did he just look up and to the right? “Look, I know we’re both members of the short people club, but I will hunt you down and make your life miserable if you’re not telling me the truth.”

      I watched him bow—the equivalent of motioning over his chest the shape of a cross. At least, I hoped it was.

      “I think I’m with Abby on this. I’m not so sure this is safe,” Cabrera said. It was nice to hear he had my back.

      “If we don’t do this, we must leave now,” Rapau said. “We’ll need time to make it to the clearing we passed earlier to camp.”

      Cabrera wanted more information before we made a decision, but Rapau insisted that there was nothing more to say. The elders were waiting for an answer.

      We were at a standstill, and the only person who could break it was me. I stepped between the two men. “Excuse me, but considering I’m the one the elders want, I think it’s only fair that it be my decision. I’ve got a job to do, and I’m not leaving until I interview my witness.”

      I turned to Rapau. “Set up the ceremony.” As soon as those words left my lips, the knot in my stomach did a backflip; it was my body’s way of saying, “Watch your back, Abby.”
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      Soon after I agreed to participate, I was separated from Cabrera and Rapau and escorted to a tiny hut with no windows. There, three women were tasked with making me presentable but not before they poked and prodded my body like a jarred specimen. Clearly, they had never seen a person with skin as fair as mine. They couldn’t help but run their hands up and down my arms and legs. One of them even held my eyelid open so that all three of them could stare at my eyeball. I take it green eyes aren’t common here? The women moved around me topless, battering me with their floppy chests while they made preparations. One spent her time fashioning a headdress out of leaves and flowers. The other two did my make up. One focused on my face and painted an intricate pattern of swirly dots while the other did the same on my arms. Of course, when they started removing my clothes, I figured they were going to give me a sponge bath or something similar. Nope.

      The three women took another moment to poke, and prod, and compare breasts, all while giggling. I felt like an idiot standing there while they innocently felt me up. It wasn’t until one of them revealed a large wooden bowl and started slathering red mud on me, that I realized their intentions. I hate to disappoint the elders, but I am not walking out of this hut with only a thin layer of mud covering my naked body. I drew the line and put my clothes back on.

      As soon as I exited, ten women, clapping in rhythm while they sang, greeted me. Eight of them encircled me while the other two led the pack. I guessed it was to keep me out of view, though they weren’t much taller than I was. I strained my neck for a glimpse at what was happening beyond them. I hadn’t any idea what was going to happen next. Rapau had told me it would be fast and painless, but I wasn’t convinced. He forgot to mention that I might have to be nude, so I had to wonder what else he wasn’t telling me.

      From what I managed to see, the men of the village had gathered around a large bonfire. It was hard not to think I was being served up as the sacrificial virgin. Ha! Joke’s on them.

      Slowly, we made our way toward the fire. More villagers gathered, all clapping and singing as they watched me parade by. The men had begun a dance of some sort around the fire. We waited until they finished, and then our group continued until I was on the other side of the fire. I had by then lost sight of Cabrera and Rapau, and I suddenly felt alone in my circle. When the women surrounding me broke away, I saw in front of me three shriveled and frail men sitting cross-legged on the ground: the elders.

      One of the women guided me to a spot on the mat, opposite the old men, and motioned for me to sit. The three elders smiled at me, showing off their tiny teeth. There was warmth in their eyes, and the tension I had felt earlier slowly melted away. The middle one picked up a gourd and motioned to his mouth, like he was drinking it, and then offered it to me. I hope that’s not something funky like bat spit or snake urine.

      I took the container from him and lifted it to my mouth. I inhaled, but whatever was inside didn’t have much of a smell. Here goes nothing. I tilted the gourd back slowly until a tiny bit of liquid spilled into my mouth. It had a strong bite to it, like sour milk with a bitter aftertaste. That tiny amount gave me the feeling that all the saliva in my mouth had evaporated. Okay, I’ve taken a sip. Are we finished? But the elder reached out and tipped the gourd more, flooding my mouth. I figured a long chug might satisfy them. Wrong. Each time I thought I was done, they pushed the gourd back up to my mouth. I finally got the message. I had to finish all of it. Suck it up, Abby. Pretend it’s Jameson. I did, and eventually I managed to get it all down.

      What I wasn’t expecting next was for the world to go spinning out of control. Whatever it was that I drank turned my head into a wooden dreidel on autopilot that wobbled every so often. I tried to shake it off and gain my composure, but it was as if I had no control over my body; my legs didn’t work, and my arms weren’t listening. There was mutiny aboard the Abby Kane, and she was headed for a wreck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Elan slipped quietly through the front door of his apartment, closing and locking it behind himself. Warm light from a table lamp spread throughout the small but comfortable living room, enough to prevent him from hitting his shin against the edge of a glass coffee table. He hung his jacket on the wooden coatrack and set his briefcase down next to it as he always did. He kicked off his shoes, leaving his socks on, and moved toward the leather recliner where a young woman lay sleeping. Her head was turned to the side, and her thick brown locks fanned out across her caramel skin. Elan stared at her for few seconds, watching her chest rise slightly with each breath. The soft glow from the lamp lit her in the most beautiful of ways, highlighting her delicate nose, her full cheekbones, and her ample chest. He bent down and planted a gentle kiss on her forehead. Before he could turn away, her hand grabbed hold of his arm.

      “Is that you, Elan?” she asked, her eyes still very much closed, and her head still turned to the side.

      “Yes, dear, it’s me,” he said, patting her hand gently. “Go back to sleep.” Too late. He watched a smile form and her eyes open.

      “I kept a plate warm for you,” she said, sitting up.

      “Please, dear, I can get it. You relax.”

      But before he could finish his sentence, his wife, Adriana, stood up and moved to the kitchen, where she removed a foil-covered plate from the oven and placed it on the table with a fork and spoon. “Sit, Elan. You must be hungry,” she said, pouring a beer into a glass for him.

      Elan gave her a proper kiss before taking a seat. “I’m sorry I’m home so late.”

      She removed the foil and took a seat next to him. “You’ve been working so hard lately.”

      “Indeed.” Elan scooped a spoonful of rice and beans into his mouth. The taste awakened his mouth, and he quickly shoveled in a few more bites. He turned to his wife as he swallowed. “We made a breakthrough.”

      Adriana’s eyes lit up. “You did? Tell me; what did my wonderful husband discover?”

      “Not only did we figure out the original recipe for the drug, but it appears we have nearly perfected it.”

      Adriana squealed and threw her arms around her husband. “This is wonderful. I’m so proud of you.”

      Not wanting to be a party pooper about Malcolm’s condition, he stuck to the positive. “We still have tests to do, so it’s not one hundred percent⁠—”

      “Of course.”

      “But what we’ve seen so far… It’s unbelievable. The strength tests are off the charts. Endurance levels are far beyond what we imagined. And Adriana, the best part is, the chimp is smarter. Julio and I were concerned we would have no control, no way to communicate, but the early signs are that it’s possible.”

      Adriana once again threw her arms around her husband as he tried to scoop more of his meal into his mouth. “I always knew you could do it,” she said before smothering him with tiny playful kisses.

      Later that night, after Elan had finished eating, the two lay in bed further discussing the news of the day. Adrianna had snuggled up to Elan, content to listen and play with the hairs on his chest.

      “So what happens next?” she asked.

      “Julio is anxious to share our results with Faro.”

      “That’s a good thing, no?”

      “I would prefer to do more testing. It’s the large amounts of progress that worries me and makes me want to tread cautiously. Knowing what happened in the past, we have surely tested his patience, and there is no room for any more mistakes.”

      “But he is alive, the chimp you tested?”

      “He had fallen ill, but we gave him a second round of injections today, and he seemed to recover almost immediately.”

      Adrianna nuzzled Elan’s neck. “What do you have to worry about? You’ll be fine. Faro will be happy with the progress.”

      Elan turned to his wife. Her big, brown eyes stared back at him. Her plump lips were slightly pouty. “You always have faith in me.”

      “Of course. You are a brilliant man. Everyone knows that.”

      If only Faro shared your enthusiasm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Elan arrived at the lab early the following morning to get a head start. Always the conservative one, he didn’t believe he and his brother were ready for human trials. Julio, on the other hand, couldn’t have been any more confident that they were doing the right thing. He had tired of the continuous testing on the chimps after three rounds. In his opinion, the subjects were still alive; therefore, they were ready.

      Elan pleaded with his brother as he tightened a strap. “Why don’t we wait at least a week to see how Malcolm #69 has fared? He seems to be recovering after yesterday’s injection.”

      “Exactly. So why wait?”

      Julio carried a tray with two steel surgical syringes and two cartridges filled with a yellow liquid. “Plus, we don’t have a week. Don’t you understand that? If Señor Zapata returns and sees that we have not made further progress, I’m afraid…”

      “Afraid of what? He needs us.”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t need our friends or our family.”

      “You don’t think he would hurt them.”

      “He is capable of doing anything to get what he wants.” Julio loaded a cartridge into the syringe and flicked it with his finger. His eyes followed the bubbles as they rose.

      Elan took a deep breath as he moved his head back. Condensation developed along the inside edges of his goggles, forcing him to slip them off and wipe them dry with the surgical gown he wore.

      Julio had finished readying both syringes and snapped on a pair of latex gloves. The test subject had been given a muscle relaxer earlier. He was conscious but capable of nothing more than lying quietly in a daze. That said, the brothers still took no chances and had used leather straps to secure the man to the metal table.

      “Brother,” Julio called out, “are you ready?”

      Elan nodded and pulled open the mouth of the drowsy test subject and inserted a mouth prop. Julio moved forward with a syringe, spewing a few drops before driving the needle into the roof of his mouth, right behind the top superior teeth. They both watched the yellow liquid disappear from the body of the syringe. As soon as it was gone, he removed the needle and administered a second shot. When he finished, the brothers stared at each other for a moment; they had taken a huge step forward in their research.

      They had done human testing in the past though their test subject died between the one-and two-hour marks. Malcolm #69, their most recent chimp, had the most success of any subject to date. He didn’t deteriorate right away like the others, and they were able to monitor his strength and intelligence. They watched him play with a twelve-pound bowling ball as if it were a balloon filled with helium. He also managed to rip a hanging tire from its chain and proceeded to tear it in half.

      His energy levels were off the charts. It appeared as though he could continue a single act for as long as he wanted. They eventually recorded Malcolm #69 jumping in place for four hours straight. Only when food was delivered did he stop.

      But what was most promising and most exciting was that he appeared to be controllable. And that was the most important step forward. Julio had high hopes for the human.

      Elan grabbed the tray holding the syringes and followed his brother out of the room. From the outside near the observation window, they watched and waited with great interest as the drug worked its way through the young man’s body. Would Malcolm #70 be the success they’d worked so hard for? The Ortegas could only watch and wait. Two minutes had passed, enough time for the drug to take effect, but still the man lay silently without movement. Julio flicked his thumb against his forefinger, a nervous tic he’d had since childhood. Elan swallowed and adjusted the safety glasses on his face.

      “Wait, brother,” Elan said. “Give it time.”

      No sooner he had spoken than the young man started to twitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke the next morning in a hut, lying on a cot with a thin blanket covering me. I sort of expected a headache but instead felt fine and rested. I quickly lifted the blanket to determine what state of dress I was in. Clothed, except for my shoes. Whew.

      A moment later, Cabrera poked his head in. “Good morning, sleepy head.”

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s eight. Time for you to get up.”

      “What happened?”

      “Don’t you remember?”

      “Well, I remember the ceremony and drinking from the gourd. After that, nothing.”

      “That, my friend, was the tribe’s version of moonshine.”

      “Moonshine?”

      “Yeah, it’s made from a root that I can’t recall, but it’s fermented for a few weeks with some fruit for flavor⁠—”

      “Fruit for flavor? Could have fooled me.”

      “It’s harmless, but too much of it will knock you on your butt.”

      “I’m guessing that’s what happened to me.”

      “That and more. You danced, you sang, you pretended you were a shaolin priest here to avenge your master.”

      I laughed and discovered that my head hurt slightly after all. “I didn’t do that. You’re lying.”

      “I am,” he said laughing, “but you did sing and dance a lot. And I’ll be honest; it’s a good thing you’re good at your day job.”

      It was embarrassing to hear Cabrera tell me this. At what point did our professional demeanor get thrown out the window? We were agents of the US government here to investigate a case, not to partake in a tribe’s version of a house party serving jungle juice.

      “Look, don’t worry. For the most part, you behaved yourself and acted as expected for anyone who drank as much as you did.”

      I was embarrassed and wanted nothing else but to move on from that subject. “Promise me this doesn’t leave the jungle.”

      Cabrera made the sign of a cross over his chest. “Promise.”

      “Where’s Rapau?” I asked.

      “Rapau is meeting with the elders.”

      I sat there quietly, unsure of what to do next.

      “You could probably use a bath.”

      My body perked up. Good idea! Bath was the magic word. I was dying to wash off the layers of jungle that had collected on my body.

      “I didn’t realize they had showers, but I’m dying for one. Where is the bathroom? It’s not communal is it?”

      Cabrera chuckled. “I guess you could say it’s communal. Come on. Gather your things, and I’ll take you there.” Cabrera left my hut, and I lay there thinking this was a joke, but he didn’t poke his head back in. I wrapped the blanket around me and grabbed my soap and shampoo from my backpack. A shared bathroom was better than no bathroom.

      A few minutes later, I found myself standing on the banks of a nearby river. “Don’t tell me we have to cross this to get to the bathroom.”

      “Nope, the river is the bathroom, bath, shower, spa… whatever you want it to be,” he laughed.

      The river was lazy and slow flowing. I certainly wasn’t afraid of being swept away by rough under currents or being bashed into a large rock. Surprisingly, the water was fairly clear and not like the silt-laden pictures of the Amazon River we often see. Still, I was nervous. “I am not taking a bath in that. How do I know there aren’t piranhas or alligators in there?”

      “First off, it’s a myth that piranhas eat humans. Secondly, they don’t have alligators here. They have caimans.”

      “Cai-whats?”

      “Black caimans. They’re like a crocodile but much more vicious. But I’ve been told that none have been seen along this river for months.”

      That’s not what I wanted to hear. Cabrera continued to flash his stupid, handsome smile. I could only imagine what I looked like, and his constant joking had started to irritate me. “So now what? I’m supposed to trust that I won’t get eaten?”

      “Yeah, I’ll show you it’s safe,” he said as he bent over to untie his boots. “You’ll be fine, Abby. Relax.”

      One by one, he flung them off. Next came the shirt. I’ll admit, I visually molested his toned chest and washboard abdomen. All of it was committed to memory, even how the hair on his chest perfectly swirled around each developed pectoral, only then to gather and form a cute little trail leading down the middle of his firm stomach and disappear behind the waistband of his shorts. It might have appeared as if I ogled him like a smitten, teen girl, but I didn’t. I’m a detective at heart, and my ability to take in all the details quickly is a skill I developed over the years.

      That’s exactly what happened: objective observation. I wasn’t interested in Cabrera. Nope, not even a little.

      He walked to the river as he fumbled with his zipper.

      “You’re really going into the river?” I asked.

      “Sure am. It’s the only way you’re going to feel safe. Plus, I could use a bath,” he said as his shorts and boxers fell to the ground as one, leaving his bare ass staring back at me.

      I was sticky, itched, and probably had started to smell. There was no avoiding the river.

      “Come in, Abby,” Cabrera shouted as he swam farther out. “It’s completely safe. I was joking with you earlier.”

      When in Rome… I walked up to the riverbank and stuck a toe in. It was warm. “Turn around,” I shouted.

      Cabrera laughed and spun around. I took a quick look around for any villagers before letting the blanket fall to the ground. I slipped out of my clothes quickly and tiptoed into the river. A few steps like Cabrera did, then I dived. I was surprised by how deep and warm the river was, so I stayed close to the bank where my feet could touch bottom while I still had enough water for cover. I won’t kid you when it I say it took a lot not to scream out every time I felt movement around my legs. I kept telling myself it was tiny cute fish.

      I threw a bar of soap at Cabrera. I then poured a generous helping of shampoo into my hand and proceeded to wash my hair.

      “You’re the first person I know to bring shampoo into the jungle.”

      I smiled and continued to wash. I had to rinse and repeat three times before my hair felt squeaky clean. I chucked the bottle over to him, and he responded with the bar of soap.

      “When can we interview the witness?”

      “He’s next on today’s agenda. As soon as we’re done here, we can talk to him.”

      I scrubbed my body as quickly as I could, making sure every nook and crack had been cleaned. Even though Cabrera said he was joking about the caimans, I didn’t want to be in the river any longer than needed. A half hour later, I exited the river and covered myself with the blanket. I could hear a naked Cabrera following right behind me. Before turning around, I waited what I thought was ample time for him to get his pants back on. He stalled.

      Luckily, he saved me the embarrassment and had put on his boxers, but that’s all he wore as he ran both hands through his hair, wringing the water from it. Hundreds of shiny beads glistened in the sun as they ran across his toned body.

      Damn my detective skills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Rapau, Cabrera, and I gathered under a large wooden structure. It was one of their communal spaces but had been cleared for our use. Our witness had joined us, and so did the three elders. It had taken an adventure to get to this moment. We were all eager to get started.

      The witness, Trumak, wasn’t a young man. He looked as if he could be one of the elders. He was shirtless but wore western shorts. He had the typical rice bowl haircut all the men shared, though the wooden spheres that ran through his earlobes were larger than most. He had a smile on his face that I liked instantly, particularly since none of the elders shared his enthusiasm. I didn’t bother with pleasantries and told Trumak to tell us everything he saw.

      With Rapau translating, Trumak said outsiders inhabited the shack. They kept to themselves and were very secretive about what they did. The tribe didn’t bother with them because they were not on what they considered their land.

      “Is the shack still here?” I asked.

      Rapau shook his head as Trumak spoke. “He said the dead boy’s father tore most of it down.”

      “Why?”

      “He believed what Trumak said about seeing the muerto viviente attack his son.”

      Here we go again with the zombies. “Let me see if I got this straight. He saw a stumbling man craving brains?”

      Rapau’s head shook side to side. Clearly the Hollywood version of a zombie wasn’t something he was familiar with. “The man who attacked the boy had evil in his eyes. He was also a member of the village and a cripple in one of his legs. Yet that day, he moved like a strong, healthy man. When Trumak called his name, he didn’t respond. He says the man’s eyes were dead.”

      “The motor was running, but no one was in the driver’s seat,” Cabrera added.

      Rapau looked at him. “Yes, that’s one way of putting it.”

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “He ran off. They found him dead a few hours later.”

      “How did he die?”

      “No one knows. His body had no visible wounds.”

      “What do they do with their dead?”

      “They burn them.”

      I straightened up and let out a big breath. “Just my luck.” I shook my head as I looked at Cabrera before turning back to Rapau. “And the outsiders? What happened to them?”

      “They disappeared.”

      “Seems to me if we find them, we’ll find more answers,” I said.

      “You’re still not buying the living dead story, are you?” Cabrera asked without a hint of laughter.

      He can’t be serious, can he?

      My left eyebrow made like a mountain peak as I shifted my gaze over to Cabrera. “Don’t tell me you believe in zombies.”

      His shoulders scrunched up, and his head bobbed from side to side. “I grew up believing this sort of folklore. Yeah, with age I’ve become more reasonable, but if what they’re saying isn’t true, how could a man be a cripple one day and a warrior the next?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Later, after lunch with the villagers, Trumak took us to see the remains of the wooden shack. There wasn’t much left: splintered wood and broken glass—Pyrex labware to be precise—made up most of the debris. Scattered on the ground were a few Bunsen burners and a storage cooler with racks of test tubes spilling from it. All of them were empty. I wondered what damage the outsiders might have done to the lab to cover their tracks before the father of the dead boy came along. Even with the extensive damage, it was clear that experiments were being conducted. These outsiders had taken a villager and used him as a guinea pig.

      By the time we returned to the village, we had made the decision to spend the night and head back to Mitú first thing the next morning. Not something I wanted, but necessary. The jungle was beautiful and amazing, but the accommodations… I had no idea how much I would sorely miss a proper bed and bath. I did brave another trip to the river before sundown. That day had been extra humid, and I had become extra sticky. Another woman and her two children were bathing at the river when I arrived—much better than a laughing Cabrera. When I returned to my hut, I discovered that all my things were missing.

      “I’ve got a problem,” I said when I found Cabrera. “I can’t find my stuff.”

      “That hut you were in earlier is special. It’s reserved for sick people or women giving birth. You’re bunking with me now.”

      Great.

      “Don’t roll your eyes like you’re disappointed. You know this sleepover is going to be fun.”

      Laughter burst out of my mouth. “I think you’re looking forward to this more than I am. And this isn’t a sleepover, by the way.”

      “I agree,” he said. Cabrera turned and took a few steps before looking back with a smile that pushed up higher on one side. “A sleepover requires sleeping.”

      Believe it or not, because I sure found it confusing, sharing the same hut with Cabrera proved not to be as bad as I thought. It was fun hearing more about his life growing up in Bogotá. Once he had mastered the piano, his mother had set her sights on dance lessons.

      “That’s when I put my foot down,” he said.

      “Why? What’s wrong with dance?”

      “It was ballet.”

      “Oh.”

      He said he and his mother argued for an entire week. It wasn’t until he promised to continue with piano that she relinquished the thought.

      “And did you?”

      “Yes. I actually liked playing the piano. I even thought of moving to New York one day to attend Julliard. If it hadn’t been for James Bond, I probably would have. The spy flick changed all that.”

      “I suspect your mother wasn’t thrilled.”

      “She got over it. She’s proud of me now and the work I’m doing to fight the drug cartels.”

      “Do you miss the States?”

      “You know, I think I do at times. I have thought of moving back.”

      “What’s stopping you? Or shall I ask, what’s keeping you here?”

      Cabrera chuckled. “I dunno. I guess there wasn’t a pressing issue to force my hand. I loved living in San Francisco, though.”

      My ears perked up. “If you came back, would you live there?”

      “Now that I know you live there, most definitely.”

      Cabrera winked at me, but I didn’t mind. This was the first pass at me he had made all night. I had actually started to wonder why he hadn’t done it sooner.

      “Your turn to divulge. You’re a pretty young woman. I find it hard to believe you’re not taken.”

      If he thinks I’m young, why argue? “You of all people should know what it’s like to do what we do and try to hold down a relationship.”

      “Of course, but it’s about priorities. If it’s important, it doesn’t fall to the side.”

      As I stared into the kerosene lamp that provided our light, I thought about what Cabrera said. He was right. Why didn’t I have a boyfriend? My last real relationship was with my late husband. I’d had a few dates since, and there was Wilky, my old partner.

      “What are you thinking?” Cabrera asked, snapping me out of my thought process.

      “I’m thinking about what you said. I don’t know if there is an answer. I’ve gone through so much emotionally in the last four years that I felt I needed a recovery. And of course, I’ve got the kids to think of.”

      I went on to tell him that my relationship with the kids when their father died was virtually nonexistent. “Being a mom to them was the one thing I committed to when I made the decision to move to the States. Family would be a priority. So, it is.”

      “Nothing wrong with that. That’s where your time and energy goes. There’s nothing left right now to give to a relationship.”

      I had never looked at it that way, but Cabrera made a lot of sense.

      “You’re the rock of the family,” he continued, “the one everybody relies on.”

      “I am. I’m all the kids and Po Po have.”

      “You need someone, too, Abby. You can’t live your life only for others, no matter how important it is for you.” Cabrera reached out and pointed at my chest. His eyes were locked onto mine as he spoke softly. “You need to know that there’s someone watching out for you, that you can take a day off and all won’t go to hell.”

      I stared back at Cabrera. Was what he said true? Was I sacrificing my own needs? Was it so apparent? I looked deeper into his eyes for any sort of giveaway, any sign that he was just telling me what I wanted to hear. All I saw was warmth and honest caring. Despite my complaining and my standoff approach to his ways, it was clear he actually listened to what I said. This was a side of Cabrera that he had yet to reveal until now. Here was a softer, gentler man.

      Neither of us said anything, but it didn’t feel awkward. I followed the path of his hand as it gently touched the side of my face. His palm felt comforting. I suddenly felt safe. And even though there was a part of me questioning what was happening, I chose to ignore it.

      He slowly leaned in until our lips were only a breath apart, his eyes never leaving mine. His hand moved beneath my chin and held it steady. Still he would not close the gap that I wished would disappear. I wanted his hands to hold my face. I wanted to feel his lips pressed upon mine.

      He moved slowly forward. My heart lunged at him with every beat, and my hands tightened around my thighs as I restrained them from lurching out and grabbing on to him. My entire body wanted him in that moment.

      And then he spoke.

      The words, “I’ll watch over you,” left his lips right before he pressed them against mine.

      I’m not sure how long I was lost in the moment, but I suddenly regained some sort of consciousness, only to realize he was holding the full weight of my head in both hands, and my mouth was open, but it wasn’t working. He pulled back.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I slipped into La La Land for a moment.” I then grabbed each of his arms, and pushed him back onto the mat and straddled him. “Let me make it up to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The Ortega brothers had not slept all night, nor had they left their perch near the observation window except for the occasional bathroom break or visit to the kitchen. Empty cookie containers and candy wrappers lay scattered on the desk and floor around them. Julio swished his hand around in a large bowl, searching for popcorn, only to come up with hard kernels. He stopped and reached forward to the desk in front of him, his eyes never leaving the window as his hand groped the countertop until he felt the familiar shape of a soda bottle.

      What the brothers had witnessed for the last fifteen hours was a scientific feat, a significant move forward in their research. They were two little boys watching their science project at the school fair come to life. Between bites, they documented everything they had witnessed. Juan operated the camera while Elan made notes on his laptop.

      Inside the room, the metal table lay in a twisted heap. The two leather straps were torn from the screws that held them in place. What used to be a wooden desk was now a scattering of splintered pieces, and streaks of dried blood graced the safety glass.

      Malcolm #70 was turning out to be everything the Ortegas had hoped for.

      But by early morning, their test subject had relegated himself to sitting in the corner. He didn’t move. He didn’t make a noise. He only stared at the Ortegas. Nothing they did, not the food they delivered, not jumping around like idiots, not putting a chimp in the room, had any effect on him.

      The brothers had begun to think they had failed once again. They thought he had taken a turn for the worse and fallen into a catatonic state. Any minute, they expected to see foam pour from his mouth, followed by his grabbing his chest and arching before dying of cardiac arrest. The thought of having to disappoint Faro Zapata once more was not something they wished for. They were quite sure they had already been given their last chance.

      But a few hours later, the situation changed.

      Malcolm showed renewed signs of life. He got up off the bed and moved to the center of the room, where he paced from one side to the other. What struck the brothers as strange, even though it was common behavior for animals, was that he never took his eyes off them. With every turn, his eyes remained locked on to them, focused and intimidating. The second eerie observation was the pacing: even and unwavering.

      For two hours, the brothers watched, barely sitting in their seats, as they waited for a different reaction. None came.

      “I don’t understand. There was so much to note in the first few hours,” Elan pointed out.

      “Maybe he’s accepted his situation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s accepted what’s become of him.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “He’s no longer trying to break through the window to get to us.”

      At one point, the brother’s worried that the custom-made safety glass would not contain Malcolm. To add to that, they were forging new ground, and there was no way to tell how he would continue to react.

      “Should we try to communicate again?” Elan asked.

      Before Julio could answer, their test subject stopped pacing. Both brothers stiffened.

      “What do you think is going on in his head?”

      Julio shook his slowly while watching. “I’m not sure. Maybe he’s trying to figure us out.”

      Elan turned to his brother, letting his eyes trail, afraid that if he looked away, he would miss a moment.

      A low chuckle bellowed up Julio’s throat.

      “What so funny?”

      He turned to his brother. “He understands.”

      Julio then stared Malcolm down and pointed to the chimp they had put in the room earlier. It sat in the corner eating a banana.

      “Wait. What are you doing? Why are you pointing at the chimp?”

      “Watch and learn, little brother.” He darted his finger once more.

      Malcolm looked at the chimp and then back at the brothers before taking long strides over to it, catching the primate by surprise. The chimp yelped and swung with both arms to escape Malcolm’s grasp. Within seconds, he had dislocated its neck. He continued to twist the head around and around until he ripped it right off.

      Elan was speechless and immobile. He couldn’t believe he had witnessed such a horrific act. Seconds felt like minutes before he uttered a reaction. “Why did he do that?” He asked as he grabbed his brother by both arms and turned him his way.

      Julio, on the other hand, had a large grin on his face. He shook his brother off of him and flipped on the speaker switch. “Did you enjoy that Malcolm? Did you find it exhilarating?”

      Elan knocked Julio’s hand away from the switch. “Are you crazy?”

      “No. I am in charge. Malcolm is following my orders. Don’t you understand? We have control over him.”

      “He is not a toy. He is a human being.”

      “He is what we want him to be. He may be stronger and much more intelligent than he was before, but don’t forget how addictive the drug is. If he wants more, he will listen.”

      Both turned back toward the window. Malcolm walked around aimlessly, not in a controlled manner like he did before. He still held the chimp’s head, dropping it only before taking a seat on the bed.

      “What time is it?” Julio asked.

      Elan checked his watch. “It’s a little past noon. Why?”

      “He’s tiring. The drug appears to be wearing off.”

      Elan looked at his notes. “We administered the dose at seven last night. That’s nearly eighteen hours.”

      Julio gave his brother an encouraging pat on the back. “Let Malcolm rest until tomorrow. Give him food and water, but don’t disturb him otherwise.” Julio took one last look at their test subject. “Soon we’ll introduce him to Señor Zapata.”
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      From the doorway, Elan watched Malcolm like a mother would her sleeping child. He lay quietly on the cot, deep in sleep. The subtle rise and fall of his chest was the only indication he was alive. He appeared content and comfortable. The effects of the drug had run their course, and his body, drained of energy, had returned to its original condition, that of a generally average twenty-two-year-old university student.

      You see, Elan already knew how the drug affected an elderly man, one who was weak both physically and mentally. It had turned him into an uncontrollable beast—before it killed him. But what if the new and improved drug was given to a man who was young, healthy and intelligent? What would happen then?

      He entered Malcolm’s room with trepidation, unsure of how the man would react now that the effects of the drug had worn off. To test his level of sleep, Elan carried a wooden chair over to the cot and dropped it onto the tile floor. The young man didn’t move, not even a slight flinch. He continued to sleep as if he hadn’t rested in days. He hadn’t.

      Elan moved his fingertips around Malcolm’s wrist until he felt the light beating of a pulse and recorded his blood pressure. Then, he hooked Malcolm up to an electrocardiograph machine to measure the rate and regularity of his heartbeat. As it currently stood, he was unaware of any lingering effects of the drug on a subject’s heart.

      Through all of this, the young man continued to hibernate, ignoring the prodding and poking. Most people would have woken or, at the very least, stirred. Was excessive sleep a side effect of the drug? Elan scribbled the question in his notebook.

      When Elan finished with his tests, he sat quietly at Malcolm’s bedside. Hours passed before Malcolm moved and made a tiny noise. Was he awakening? Perhaps he was dreaming. Elan leaned forward and whispered, “Malcolm? Can you hear me? It’s Dr. Ortega.”

      Just as before, the sleeping man didn’t respond. Earlier, Elan had thought Malcolm had woken, but when he spoke to him, there was no response. After a few minutes, Malcolm stirred again, this time turning his body to his side. Elan gently grabbed his forearm and gave it a light squeeze. There was movement under his eyelids. Elan leaned closer, his mouth nearly touching the man’s ear. “Malcolm, can you hear me?”

      He opened his eyes and answered with a deep, growly voice.

      “I heard everything.”
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      When I woke the next morning, the muscular warmth that had slept beside me all night had disappeared. I can’t say finding myself alone didn’t let me down. I could have been persuaded to go another round. In fact, I’d been hoping to be woken up that way.

      I liked Cabrera, but something inside me prevented me from opening up to him entirely. Why? He’s a great guy. What’s the problem? Why not just go with it? We’d just had great sex, yet I could feel the wall around me being reinforced. Why?

      Recently, the last few months or so, I’d noticed that my level of trust with others had become highly guarded. I started to wonder whether this was always the case and I had only just noticed or if it was something new.

      I wanted people in my life. I wanted to share with others. And I guess I did have people I shared with, but it always felt like surface-level stuff. Why didn’t I do girlfriend things with Agent Tracy House? We got along, had similar interests, yet I never called her. My excuse was always, “She didn’t call me.” Where did that answer leave me? Alone, with no close girlfriends. Yet, I really did want some. I kept coming back to the same question: What am I afraid of?

      I had woken with a smile and then rained on my own parade. Sheesh. Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe I’m completely normal. I exited the hut and did two loops around the village before heading down to the river. That’s where I found him.

      “Hey, sunshine,” he called out.

      “Please, let’s not do nicknames. Stick with Abby.” I pointed to his hand. “How are you able to get phone service out here?” I’d had no luck with my phone and had been dying to text the family, especially Lucy. I knew she would go crazy over the pictures I had taken.

      “Satellite phone,” he said. “It’s standard issue here. Cell service isn’t reliable everywhere.” He offered me the device. “Do you need to make a call?”

      I thought briefly about putting a call in to Reilly but decided it was better to have that conversation privately. “It can wait. Are we leaving soon?”

      “In an hour.” He hesitated before speaking again. “Are we going to talk about last night?” His voice wavered.

      “Do you need to?” I asked.

      “Well, I assumed we would make a plan, in case⁠—”

      “In case what?”

      “Well, I like spending time with you and would like to keep on spending time with you, and if someone finds out, I want to know: what’s our response?”

      He looked cute standing there, babbling like an unsure little boy. Of course I’d had a great time last night. But making him chase me was fun, too, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to fully give in and ruin it by having him think he had me. Then, all the special treatment he gave me might stop. I liked him on his toes. Wait, is this the guarded Abby I complained about earlier, or am I simply playing hard to get because it’s fun? And as far as I can tell, Cabrera and I represent both agencies in Colombia. Who do we need to hide the relationship from?

      I pulled his head down and kissed him, letting a moan slip out. “I have more to give if I can be convinced,” I said breathlessly as I pulled my lips away from his. I turned around and headed back to the village, counting the seconds before he responded… nine, ten, elev⁠—

      “Wait, what do you mean? What do you want?”

      I stopped and looked back. “You’re a man. Figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      We were hiking back to civilization an hour later. The time passed more quickly on the way back. Either I knew what to expect, or I was eager for the comforts of the western world. The second I received cell service, I texted messages and pictures to Lucy and Ryan. Their summer break had started, so they weren’t busy in school. “I went someplace better than any zoo: the jungle,” I told them.

      Ryan’s responses to me were hurried. He was busy with a friend learning how to tie various knots in preparation for camp. I let it slide and focused on my little girl.

      “Ooooooh, Mommy. You scared?” she responded.

      “No, Mommy was excited.”

      She loved the picture of the titi monkey. Po Po took a picture of Lucy making a monkey face and sent it to me. My chest tightened, and I almost cried. I suddenly felt very sad, realizing I missed my little girl. I so wanted to kiss her button nose and hear her infectious laugh.

      When I finished with them, I called Reilly and updated him on my findings.

      “Three days without a peep from you. I take it you headed into the jungle.”

      “I figured I’m here, no sense shortchanging the investigation.”

      I told him about the shack and the outsiders, the obvious signs of experiments, and my hunch that the owner of the place might have been using the natives for testing.

      “Any indication of who these men are?” he asked.

      “Not from what we could tell. They were pretty good about covering their tracks. I’m sure a forensic team could dig up more, but we’re not privy to one. My observation told me they’re not common thugs. They’re educated. They must have been using the natives for testing. For all we know, they could be legit, working for one of the large drug companies back in the States. But with no other information...”

      “What does the DEA agent think?”

      “Agent Cabrera said it’s not uncommon for scientists to be in the jungle. They come for all reasons, but they usually don’t leave their sites looking the way we found this one. Of course, we couldn’t determine what condition they left the shack in before the grieving father got his hands on it.”

      “Spend a day looking into this, and see if it takes you anywhere. If nothing comes up, come home.”

      “Roger, Reilly.” He hates when I say that.
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      The following day, Elan arrived at the lab early. He was anxious and wanted to prepare properly for Zapata’s arrival that afternoon. Everything had to go as planned. Unlike his brother, he was aware of what their boss was capable of and didn’t trust him. Zapata was a dictator amongst his own loyal men—one who made up the rules and changed them when favored. Those who crossed him were disposed of in painful ways; it was rumored that he had a hidden dungeon where he tortured the outspoken. Even his cook wasn’t safe, so the story goes.

      One day Zapata had complained about his soup being bland. The cook fixed it but not before he said a few choice words that he thought were in private. By the next day, Zapata had boiled the cook alive and fed him to the pigs.

      That alone was enough for Elan to tread cautiously, and he certainly didn’t think his marriage to Adriana would save his behind either. The only advantage the marriage served was that it made their working relationship possible. Before Zapata came along, the Ortegas struggled to fund their research. Grants were hard to come by because of the work the brothers wanted to do. It was “ethically challenged,” or so they were told.

      However, Elan and Julio saw things differently. While others were off fixing what was wrong with humans, like eradicating cancer or discovering a cure for AIDS, the Ortegas focused on improving what was good about humans: increasing their strength and intelligence. This is where the scientific community disagreed with them. Creating men who would qualify as superheroes wasn’t exactly accepted science.

      Needing a job—any kind of job—to be able to eat and keep a roof over their heads, the Ortegas agreed to work for Zapata. The task given them: create a new drug that could be sold on the world market. It needed to be cheaper and produce a better high than crack cocaine, and be ten times more addictive than meth so that Zapata could ensure one hundred percent customer retention. It was through this research that they discovered MZ-1 and its curious side effects—which had now become the focus for Zapata.

      “Elan,” Julio called out as he entered the lab, putting on a coat, “how is Malcolm feeling today? Any change in his abilities from yesterday?”

      “He’s doing fine. His spirits are good. His energy is up, and he was responsive to the puzzle tests I administered earlier.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “He solved them all in record time. His enhanced intelligence hasn’t completely diminished, a lingering effect from the drug I suppose. Only time will tell if his brain activity starts to reverse. We should consider postponing the next dose to see if these effects are permanent or temporary.”

      “Nonsense. We must move forward. It is important that we show Señor Zapata what we are capable of. More importantly, we must show his boss that it was a smart decision to hire us.”

      Elan knew whom his brother spoke of. They rarely mentioned his name. It was said that El Monstruo controlled Zapata. He was the only person capable of giving orders to the ex-FARC commander, who of course never talked publicly about it.

      “Julio, I’m worried about Señor Zapata’s sudden interest in our work. We were hired to create a new type of cocaine. But now⁠—”

      “Brother, you worry too much. Zapata is being supportive.”

      “And if we succeed, what do you think a man like Zapata will do with our MZ-1? Help children, give it to athletes, huh?”

      “I don’t think about it because we haven’t reached that point yet,” Julio shouted out as he walked away.

      Elan entered the observation room and helped Malcolm from his bed to the gurney where he lay down so he could strap him in.

      “Will you be giving me my medicine now?” Malcom asked.

      “Yes. I’m sorry that I have to tie you down.”

      “Nine straps as opposed to the two last time.”

      “It’s a precaution,” Elan said as he tightened the straps.

      “Why do you listen to him?”

      “Who? Julio?” Elan shrugged. “He knows best.”

      “Doesn’t seem that way to me. You seem to be the smarter one.”

      Elan smiled. “What do you know? You’re only a young man.”

      “I know what I see and hear.”

      “You’re trying to soften me for a favor,” Elan joked. But deep down inside, he felt a bit of pride; he was, in fact, the smarter of the two. But he was also the quieter one, the younger one. Julio was the one who craved the spotlight and, over time had become the de facto representative for both of them. That’s how it was, and Elan accepted it.

      “He treats you like badly,” Malcom said. “Like a child.”

      “What? You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “He speaks over you. He berates you. He dismisses your opinions.”

      “I… I,”

      “You shouldn’t put up with this behavior.”

      “I appreciate your concern, Malcolm. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

      “Do you feel I’m ready to be introduced to the world?”

      Elan checked the straps once again. “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t spent nearly enough time observing me. What if I become unpredictable?”

      Elan crinkled his nose at what he had heard. “Why the sudden interest in what we’re doing here?”

      The young man chuckled. “I may be young, but I am not stupid. You kidnapped me to be your guinea pig. You think I am not worried about what is happening to me?”

      “Are you worried?”

      The man looked away as he let out a heavy breath.

      “Of course you should be, but I doubt that you are. You see, I think you like what we have done for your mind and your strength.”

      Malcolm continued to avoid eye contact. He didn’t want to accept what Elan had said. “And why do you call me this stupid name?” he questioned.

      “This isn’t about what we call you. This is about what we’ve done for you. We’ve given you a gift. What will you do with it?”

      Malcolm turned his head to Elan. “I don’t have a lot of things to be interested in around here.”

      Elan nodded in agreement. “I’ll see what I can do about that, but for now, what I need is for you to be a good participant. We have a very important meeting this morning⁠—”

      “Señor Zapata. Yes, I heard you two talking about him. Sounds like a good time. And you’re right about this gift you have given me: I should think about how I will utilize it,” he said, letting a slow smile form.

      Elan raised the bed so Malcolm was upright, still held in place by the straps, and placed a wooden block under his feet to support his weight. He turned Malcolm to face the observation window before readying the two syringes and placing them on the table next to him. All that was left to do was wait for Zapata.
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      “He’s fully aware of us,” Julio said.

      From the moment Zapata and his bodyguards entered the observation room, Malcolm had not taken his eyes off the ex-general.

      “How much longer before the drug takes effect?” Zapata asked, squinting as he eyed the test subject.

      Elan looked at his watch. “He should be under the influence. It’s almost instantaneous when given via an injection. We’re working on a version that can be taken orally as well.”

      Zapata started to shift his weight from leg to leg while exhaling loudly. Things were not looking good. Malcolm continued to lie there with no reaction; he just stared at Zapata.

      At the end of his patience, Zapata turned to the Ortegas, his face an ugly mess of tightened muscle. “What is this?” he spat. “You waste my time, again.”

      Elan looked beyond the frothing Zapata and noticed a smile on Malcolm’s face. When their eyes met, Malcolm chuckled.

      It was then that Elan realized the smile was a smirk. Malcolm had been enjoying their failure. He couldn’t believe it. Was the lame response to the drug deliberate and all for show? All signs pointed to yes, but what convinced Elan was the way Malcolm’s eyes had narrowed and his eyebrows had deepened.

      “This is all an act,” Elan shouted while pointing at the window.

      Zapata and Julio turned around, following Elan’s finger.

      “What are you talking about?” Julio asked.

      Elan looked at his brother then back at Malcolm. His smile had disappeared and his eyes were emotionless. “He—he smiled. I swear he did. This is all a show.”

      Zapata grabbed Elan by his shirt and shoved him up against the wall. He tucked his fist under Elan’s chin and against his throat, choking him. “I am tired of these silly games.”

      Julio reached out and tried to pull Zapata’s arm away, but one of Zapata’s bodyguards intercepted him and threw him to the floor. The guard then followed with a couple of swift kicks to Julio’s midsection with his heavy boot. Julio lay helpless, gasping for air, as he watched Zapata slowly choke his brother—until a scream caught everyone’s attention.

      Zapata turned toward the observation window. There was a different Malcolm looking at them. His eyes were determined, and his face filled with rage. His lips were parted, baring his teeth in a snarl. Then, in the lowest, most ominous of voices, he said, “Release. That. Man.”

      A slow smile stretched across Zapata’s face as he let go of Elan and shifted his attention. He switched on the microphone. “I see you’ve decided to join us.”

      Malcolm’s breathing, though controlled, showed clear signs of anger. With each inhalation, his chest pressed prominently against the straps that secured him to the gurney.

      Julio had recovered and stood back on his feet. He, too, was mesmerized by Malcolm’s transformation.

      “Do you understand me?” Zapata continued.

      “Of course I do,” Malcolm shot back. “Do you think I am an ignorant child?”

      Fearful that Malcolm’s insolence would anger Zapata and have them all killed, Julio tried to defuse the situation. “Let’s calm down. We are all friends.”

      Malcolm’s eyes shifted to Julio. “Friends? I’m sorry. I didn’t realize friends do this to one another,” he motioned with his eyes to the bindings on his head.

      “Have you tested his physicality?” Zapata asked of no one in particular.

      “Malcolm is much stronger,” Julio offered, “but we have yet to fully quantify it.”

      “How do you feel, Malcolm? Healthy?” Zapata asked.

      “I feel like a caged animal strapped to this gurney.”

      “Why is he tied down?” Zapata asked the Ortegas.

      “Yesterday he broke a wooden table in half,” Julio responded.

      “And ripped the head off a chimp like it was a piece of paper,” Elan added. “At that point, we began experimenting with his strength. We’ve watched him pop basketballs like they were balloons and rip a caiman’s jaw open. He failed at nothing. Eventually we ran out of ideas.”

      Zapata took a moment to consider what the brothers had said before speaking again. “Release him,” he ordered.

      The Ortegas stared at him for a moment. Elan opened his mouth first. “With all due respect, I’m not sure that’s something we should do now. We haven’t tested⁠—”

      “Now!” Zapata demanded.

      “But—”

      Julio grabbed his brother by his shoulder. “Elan, do as Señor Zapata says. We saw Malcolm display extraordinary feats of strength yesterday. It’s only fair that Señor Zapata have the opportunity to see the same.”

      “But we don’t know if it’s safe to go in there right now,” Elan said.

      “Safety is not an issue,” Julio said. “We’ve seen that Malcolm is capable of listening and understanding.” He watched Elan for agreement and let out a puff of air when none came. “Tell you what: I’ll take care of it.” Julio spun around and headed into the room.

      Elan watched his brother undo the straps that held Malcolm to the gurney. Julio had to be nervous. He was a talker, not a doer. The shaking in his hands and the exaggerated difficulty in untying the straps were sure signs, but Elan didn’t think the wide-eyed Zapata had even noticed.

      Malcolm didn’t acknowledge Julio’s presence; instead, he kept his sightline aimed directly at Elan—never wavering, not even for a second. One by one, the straps fell to the side, freeing his left arm, then his right, and eventually both of his legs were free. Only the two across his chest remained. Still Malcolm didn’t move, not even to rub his wrists or to stretch his legs. Elan couldn’t help but think how strange this behavior was. Any normal person would surely have given their wrists a rub after having been confined.

      The last two straps had been secured tightly by Elan. When Julio unlatched the first buckle, the leather exploded off of Malcolm’s chest, sending it clanking against the gurney. Julio paused for a moment and glanced at his brother.

      Elan saw the fear in his eyes and reached for the speaker button. “Julio, you’ve done enough. Why don’t you come out and let Malcolm unbuckle the last strap himself.”

      A smile of relief appeared on Julio’s face. Elan had given him a way to save face and get out of the room. The brothers had yet to place another human in a room with Malcolm while he was at the height of the drug’s influence. Elan certainly didn’t want Julio to be first.

      But what worried Elan the most, what gave him pause and raised the hairs on his arm, what had him moving toward the door to personally escort his brother out of the room even if it meant endangering his own life, was the tone in Malcolm’s voice when he had spoken about Julio earlier that morning.

      And then, in an instant, Elan watched his greatest fear come to life.

      Julio Ortega should never have walked into that room.
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      In a flash, Malcolm’s left hand shot out and clamped tightly around Julio’s neck. Elan watched as Julio fought uselessly to free himself by pulling down on Malcolm’s arm with both of his hands. Cold horror erupted throughout Elan’s body.

      “Let him go!” he shouted. Again and again he ordered Malcolm to stop, but nothing he said seemed to have any effect.

      Malcolm continued to squeeze, and Julio’s movements had begun to slow. Elan turned to the ex-FARC general, only to find him entertained by it all.

      “Señor Zapata, your men—order them to help,” Elan pleaded.

      Zapata ignored him, his eyes glued to the show unfolding before him.

      “This is Malcolm’s debut,” Zapata said. “I want my money’s worth. And to be honest, your brother is as annoying as a mosquito.”

      The color in Julio’s face was fading as Malcolm literally squeezed the life from his body.

      Elan was desperate to do something, but what? And before another thought could rattle around inside his head, before he could take another step or utter another plea, Malcolm jerked hard on Julio’s neck.

      Elan felt it in the center of his chest, the dull sound of bone snapping. At the same time, he watched Julio’s neck turn at an unnatural angle.

      Malcolm held on to Julio for a moment longer before dropping his lifeless body to the cold floor. As he unbuckled the last strap holding him in place, a large grin stretched across his face. Free from his restraints, he walked to the observation window and focused on Zapata. “He was the weaker of the two, don’t you agree?”

      The general responded with a slow nod.

      For the next hour or so, Malcom and Zapata conversed. Malcolm talked about his abduction and how, in the beginning, he was fearful of his life and did whatever he was told. But when he was injected with the drug, his submissive ways had shaken themselves free of him, like wringing water from a cloth. He suddenly had an opinion, a need to hear his voice, to air his ideas. The drug boosted an attribute the Ortegas never considered: confidence.

      “My entire life, I was a follower,” Malcolm said. “For once, I feel like the alpha male, the one others want to be around.”

      He continued to tell Zapata about his days at the lab, focusing now on his newly acquired abilities, which he was very happy to display. The general ordered a desk be put in the room on the promise that Malcolm would not hurt or kill whoever delivered it. In return, Zapata was treated to a show of strength as Malcolm tore the desk apart with his bare hands.

      The show continued, even with Julio’s body lying on the floor. Every so often, Malcolm would step over him as if he were a child’s toy left out. Elan seemed to be the only one disturbed by this.

      Finally Zapata was satisfied. “He’s deadly and fast. And he continues to live.” He gave Elan a pat on the back. “Good work. I want an ample supply of the drug by tomorrow. Oh, and one more thing: not a word to anyone. Do you understand?”

      Elan was still focused on his brother’s dead body but managed to nod his answer.

      “Our boss will be pleased to hear this news,” Zapata said. When he was out of Elan’s earshot, he made a call on his cell phone.

      “We have success,” Zapata said.

      “It lives?” El Monstruo answered.

      “Yes, and it has an extraordinary taste for killing. The Ortegas put on a personal demonstration for me. Unfortunately, we have only one scientist left, but it’s the smarter one.”

      “Very good. Let’s prepare to leave. I want to start the operation as soon as possible.”

      “I will start making arrangements.”

      “You are a rich man, Faro. But soon you will have wealth beyond your imagination. One more thing: can we trust this scientist to remain quiet?”

      “I will make sure of it.”

      “What about his wife? We should take care of her too.”

      “Forgive me, but you must have forgotten; he is married to my sister.”

      “I did not forget.”
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      Elan threw random belongings into a suitcase: shoes, ties, a clock radio, picture frames, toiletries. There was no rhyme or reason to his choices. If he laid eyes on it, it went into the suitcase.

      “Elan!” his wife repeated. “What is going on? Why are you doing this?”

      She had been speaking to him with no response since he had blown into the apartment twenty minutes earlier, pale and shaking. She yanked on his arm, a sick feeling in her stomach. “Talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

      “We don’t have time. You must pack. We must leave. Now.”

      Adrianna started to cry and gripped his arm harder. “I don’t understand. Why must we leave? What happened?” she continued.

      Elan took a deep breath. He freed his arm from his wife’s grasp and folded her into a brief hug. “Listen to me,” he said, pulling away and steadying her with a hand on each shoulder. “Julio is dead. We are in danger. I cannot guarantee our safety if we stay put.”

      Her eyes widened. She shook her head. “No…”

      “Faro had him killed.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would he do that?”

      Elan explained what had happened at the laboratory that morning. When he finished, his wife only stared at him. “Adrianna?”

      Her eyes moved past him, her gaze diverted elsewhere.

      “Adrianna.” He again tried to grab her attention. Slowly, her eyes found their way back to him. Her lips parted as if to speak, but nothing came out. Elan hugged his wife again, worried that her unresponsiveness was a prelude to shock. He pulled away and tried once more. “Adrianna, do you understand what I am telling you?” he asked gently.

      “Why are you experimenting on people?” she asked.

      “I’m a genetic scientist. The side effects of the drug… It—it increased the physical and mental abilities of the chimps. We…” he searched for the right words. “We turned an average man into a superior athlete.”

      “You turned him into a murderer.”

      Elan shook his head. “I underestimated,” he said defensively. “I thought the work we had done would impress Faro. I thought he would let us continue to develop it. I want to help people, not create killing machines.”

      “Or maybe you were so blinded by success, you chose not to see the truth.”

      He froze. Was she right? Had he become so consumed with his work that he’d ignored the obvious signs? The full weight of what he and his brother had accomplished piled onto his shoulders. It was suddenly so clear. Once Zapata became aware of the drug’s curious side effects, he had given up any interest in pursuing an alternative to cocaine. He was interested in their work, but not for the same reasons.

      Elan’s insides twisted as he doubled over and fell to his knees. His chest tightened, hampering his breathing. His eyes flooded with guilt that ran hot down his face and dripped onto the wooden floor beneath him.

      Adrianna bent down and threw both arms around her husband. She gripped him tightly. “Does my brother have access to the drug?”

      Elan raised his head until his eyes found those of his wife, and he nodded. “There is a supply, enough to infect about fifteen to twenty other men. He wanted me to make more, but I was able to sneak away from the compound. That is why we must leave. It’s only a matter of time before his men come bursting through our front door.”

      Adrianna cupped Elan’s face and looked him in the eyes. She knew her husband spoke the truth. Even though Faro was her brother, her family, she knew he was evil.
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      Bubble baths, candles, and Jameson: those are definitely a few of my favorite things. I hummed my own version of the song while I lay neck deep in a pool of soapy warmth. My first stop after arriving back in Mitú was at a shop that sold the essentials for a perfect bath. My next stop was the iron, claw-foot tub in my hotel room. I told Cabrera not to bother me and that I would see him first thing the following morning. I had plans to soak and talk to my family all night.

      I spent forty minutes walking Po Po and the kids through every aspect of my hike into the jungle and the tribal ceremony I had participated in, stopping only to text photos to accompany my story. They all responded with a lot of oohs, especially Lucy. She actually sounded like the repeat button in her head was stuck. I kept laughing every time she let out a long ooh.

      Even Ryan, usually the tough one, wasn’t safe from openly displaying his excitement when I sent him a picture of his gift. An elder of the village had given me a necklace fashioned out of animal bones, each one carved into the shape of a jungle animal. Worn only by the hunters in the village, it was a talisman that protected them from the dangers in the jungle. It would definitely make him the coolest kid at camp.

      “When you coming home, Mommy?” Lucy blurted.

      “Another day or so.”

      “How long is dayorso?”

      I giggled at Lucy’s response. “Mommy will be home really soon.”

      “Oooooh-kayyyyy. I’m counting days.”

      When the kids got off the phone, I was able to ask Po Po for an honest take on how things were going on the home front.

      “Everything fine. I handle it all.”

      She’s a woman of few words, that Po Po.

      Hearing that eased my mind but fueled my insecurities. Ever since our move to San Francisco from Hong Kong, I had worked hard to make it a priority to be a proper mother to my stepchildren. Some days I succeeded, and other days I failed—big time. How much heavy lifting their grandmother had to do was a big part of how I judged myself. Lately, it had been a lot. Fail!

      Of course, the unspoken competition on who could parent the kids better didn’t help. Back in Hong Kong, I had a hard time being there for them—literally, because of work, and figuratively because—let’s face it—I wasn’t at all prepared to take care of two young children. When my husband died, it only got worse. I relied entirely on Po Po, and they treated her like their mother and me like, well, not much. Certainly not Mommy, and how could I blame them?

      I cry now when I think about how absent I was back then—and right after they lost their father, too. But since our move to the States, I had changed my ways, and the kids were first in every decision when I could control it. My trip to Bogotá was one of those times when I couldn’t. Po Po had the kids to herself, but I knew Lucy and Ryan now understood that I was their mother and she was their grandmother, and lucky for me because I don’t know what I’d do without her help.
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        * * *

      

      El Monstruo spoke slowly and deliberately to his second in command. He did so, so as not to repeat himself. He did not like repeating himself. Of course, what Zapata said next, he did not like either. “What do you mean, ‘We have a problem’?”

      Silence lingered on the other end of the line, baiting Zapata to speak. This was one of the many games that his boss loved to play with him. Was El Monstruo on the verge of speaking, never to be interrupted, or was he waiting for more information? This time, Zapata knew it was safe to continued.

      “The other scientist, Elan, has disappeared.”

      “You said earlier that everything was under control.”

      “Yes, well⁠—”

      “Silence!”

      Zapata knew better than to challenge and bit his tongue.

      “What has become of the drug?” El Monstruo continued, his voice no longer elevated.

      “We have a small supply, and we have the recipe, but so does Elan. With him on the run, there’s no telling what he might do with it. We can’t let it get into the hands of the other cartels. My ears on the streets tell me he has gone to Bogotá. My men will find him. Do not worry.”

      “No. Leave him. I don’t want any delays. Proceed with our plans. I will find him myself. Your sister, where is she?”

      “She is missing. I believe he took her by force.”

      “I will do what I can to make sure she is safe.”

      Zapata knew how his boss operated and that El Monstruo would do whatever it took to keep that recipe from falling in the hands of his enemies. Zapata immediately sent his men to Bogotá in hopes of finding his sister first. There was no other way to warn her that El Monstruo was on his way.
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      Captain Gómez proved himself useful once again. He had secured a lead for us on the “outsiders,” the ones believed to be conducting experiments in the jungle. Right on time, too. Cabrera and I had planned to take the first flight out to Bogotá that morning. Instead, we headed over to the local police station where Gómez held court.

      “Hola, Agent Abby.” I looked around and spotted the captain exiting a room about fifteen feet from where we stood. “I’m glad I caught you two before you left. I have helpful news to share.”

      Cabrera and I followed Gómez down a musty hall. The inside of the station was nothing like I’d expected. Usually the walls of a police station were plastered with signage directing people where to go. All this building had to offer were a few pictures of people who I assumed were local politicians. There weren’t many officers around either.

      “Where is everybody?” I whispered to Cabrera.

      He shrugged his answer. His thoughts seemed to be elsewhere, and his expression was stony. In fact, I hadn’t seen any of the playful Cabrera I had gotten used to so far that morning. Where is the man who did nothing but pay attention to me?

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said, this time managing a smile.

      We had never discussed our night of passion, but I assumed things were okay between us. I hoped he wasn’t bothered by it. He’s lucky I wasn’t the clingy type. I would have been analyzing this situation to the nth degree.

      Gómez held a door open for us, and we entered a small room that smelled like an old closet. “Made from wood” was the station’s only architectural detail. Not much else stood out.

      “Take a seat, please,” he said, pointing to a couple of chairs. He immediately jumped on a computer and tapped away with two fingers. And just when I think everyone in law enforcement has learned to type…

      Gómez hit return on his keyboard, and the printer next to him started to whirl. When it spat out a paper, he grabbed it and placed it in front of Cabrera. “Julio and Elan Ortega. You heard of them?”

      Cabrera picked up the printed email and looked at the two names. “Nope.” He then passed it to me.

      “They’re scientists specializing in genetic engineering,” Gómez said. “Their work has been questioned in the past by the scientific community.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Some question their ethics and whether the work they are doing is for the good of mankind.”

      My left eyebrow flinched. “Can you go into detail?”

      Gómez shook his head. “Not at the moment. I’m learning about them myself.”

      “What makes you think they’re the ones who were in the jungle?”

      “The man you interviewed in the jungle—he mentioned to Rapau, right before you left, that one of the scientists had a noticeable scar across his left cheek.”

      My eyes rolled involuntarily. This sort of crap had been happening a lot since I’d arrive in Colombia. “I’m glad he thought to relay that information.”

      “The good news is one of our men knew of a local man with a scar on his cheek. They live in the same neighborhood, and he has seen him at the market. So he dug around and got lucky. That’s how we found Elan and, subsequently, his brother.” Gómez then opened a small map and circled two locations. “Their home addresses. Will you require assistance?”

      I quickly answered no. My mission here required me to dig up facts, not kick down doors and clear rooms with the local tactical unit. I thanked Gómez for his help.

      As we stood, Cabrera asked to borrow a car.

      Gómez promptly reached into his pocket and handed Cabrera the keys to his truck. “Bring it back with a full tank,” he said.

      A twenty-minute drive put us in front of a fairly new apartment building that stood out against the wrecks around it. I couldn’t help but notice a tangle of black cables running from the building to various electrical posts. How do they know whose is whose? Every apartment had a balcony, and every balcony had a clothesline, and every clothesline seemed to have a load swaying from it. Apparently driers aren’t a big deal here. The mailboxes were inside near the elevator. A quick look told us Julio Ortega lived on the tenth floor.

      When we got there, I gave the door my standard three raps and waited. I tried once more but harder. A few seconds later, Cabrera put his ear against the door. “I don’t hear anything. No one’s home.”

      Not what I wanted to hear. I clucked my lips while I looked at Cabrera.

      A smile formed on his face. “I got an idea. Wait here.”

      Before I could protest, he spun around and hurried toward the elevator. He returned after what seemed like an eternity though he wasn’t alone.

      He pointed at the door, and the man who’d followed him revealed a keychain with a slew of keys attached. Cabrera leaned down toward me. “He’s the apartment manager.”

      “We don’t have a warrant.”

      “We’re not in the US.”

      The apartment manager opened the door. Cabrera spoke to him in Spanish and slipped him a tightly folded bill. The manager nodded and left.

      “We have fifteen minutes.”

      The inside of the flat was typical for a single man that spent all his time at work. It was relatively clean, thanks to its simplicity. The furnishing and décor were purely functional, revealing no hint of the owner’s personality.

      I scanned the living room in an attempt to get a handle on our scientist. On a shelf, there were a few framed pictures; one showed two men dressed in graduation gowns, each holding a degree. One had a scar across his cheek. Finally, something useful. So you’re the Ortega brothers. I assumed they were twins, fraternal, since they looked to be the same age and had apparently graduated from the university together. I grabbed the picture and went in search of Cabrera.

      I found him halfway down the hallway in an office. The place was a mess. Stacks of paper and junk food wrappers covered the desk and spilled over onto much of the floor. Empty soda bottles lined a side of the work space. Two walls of the room held shelving stuffed with books.

      Cabrera was busy rifling through a desk drawer.

      “Sheesh, tell me you didn’t do this.”

      He looked up, “Huh, what?”

      “Shouldn’t we be a bit more inconspicuous?”

      He looked around the office. “Don’t worry; it was mostly like this.” He scooped up a bunch of files, dumped them back into the drawer and forced it closed. “Nothing of use here.”

      “You think?”

      Cabrera didn’t respond as he walked by me. Suddenly his interest in the investigation had gone from “Let’s get this over with” to “I’m on a mission.”

      “I got a picture of the brothers,” I called out as I followed him down the hall. He stopped and turned around.

      “We can use this.” He snatched the frame from my hand and took it apart, shoving the picture into his back pocket.

      “You guys sure do things differently down here.”

      Honestly, I’m a big believer in following the law, even when it comes to law enforcement. I’ve seen a lot of coworkers bend procedure or go on power trips, but I never figured Cabrera for one of them. I grabbed him by the arm. “What’s gotten into you? Suddenly you’re interested in the case and doing things I know the DEA doesn’t condone.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “Honestly, I didn’t think we had much of a case until we got this lead. I guess it got my blood going.” He smiled at me. “Let’s see what this guy’s bedroom looks like.”

      We entered the last door. The bedroom itself had the same feel as the living room: impersonal. The bed hadn’t been made, and there were a few articles of clothing strewn about the floor. He had a small bathroom attached. I peeked inside the shower; the tiles were dry, and so was the soap. “Looks like our guy hasn’t been here for a while. Either that or he doesn’t shower.” His toothbrush was dry as well. “I’d say he hasn’t been in his flat for at least a day, day and half. Not unusual for a workaholic.”

      I exited the bathroom, and again I found Cabrera excavating the dresser drawers. At least he was being thorough. “Try not to break anything,” I said before heading to the kitchen.

      Cabrera caught up with me a minute later. “Find anything interesting?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing stands out to me and says, ‘I conducted experiments in the jungle.’ ”

      “Let’s head over to the other brother’s place. Maybe we’ll have better luck there.”
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      It didn’t take long to reach the other brother’s apartment, five minutes tops. We found the apartment on the fifth floor; it was an end unit. I knocked twice on the dull brown door before Cabrera lost his patience. He was halfway to the elevator on his way to find the apartment manager when I tried the doorknob. “Cabrera,” I whisper-shouted to him, “it’s unlocked.”

      He hurried back, and we both drew our weapons. I entered first and headed right; Cabrera went left, and we proceeded to clear the apartment. It was empty.

      The first thing I noticed was that it was nicely decorated and tidy; a woman lived here, permanently. This brother was married, and his wedding pictures sat inside a hutch along with their china set. The couple looked happy and normal. He didn’t look like a mad scientist. There were other pictures. Julio was in a few.

      Cabrera came up behind me. “You need to see this.”

      He led the way to the master bedroom. It told a different story. Clothes were draped over the bed and scattered across the floor. Drawers hung open. A half-full suitcase lay next to the bed. “Someone got out of here in a hurry,” I said, turning to Cabrera.

      He had a hand rested on each hip as he looked around the room. “Barely had time to pack, too.”

      “Something spooked them.”

      “Or him.”

      I walked over to an open drawer and saw lingerie inside. “Unless he’s a cross-dresser, she left with him.”

      Cabrera crinkled his forehead. “What makes you say that?”

      I pointed to the drawer. “Three bras, barely a handful of thongs—the average woman has more underwear. Trust me: she packed.” I searched the closet, her makeup counter, and the medicine cabinet. All showed signs of items missing.

      The investigation had taken a turn. We now had a couple who appeared to have left in a hurry. Could the other brother have left as well? There were no signs at his apartment to indicate that, but a man was less likely to pack much.

      I walked over to the nightstand by the bed, where I spotted a few more pictures. One showed a monkey peeking through an open window of a shack from the outside. Standing inside next to the window and holding a banana was Elan Ortega. I handed the photograph to Cabrera. “I’d say we have good reason to believe the Ortega brothers are our outsiders, and something has them on the run.”

      “If that’s true, they’ve most likely headed to Bogotá.”

      “Why Bogotá?”

      “When people get scared in Colombia, they leave the country. They might not have left yet.”

      “Now that we have pictures, we should issue an APB.”

      “Yeah.” Cabrera snapped photographs of both pictures with his phone and sent an email. “My contact with the Colombian Police will disperse the pictures to his teams at the airport, the ports, and border control. It’ll be hard for them to leave if they haven’t already.”

      I looked at my watch. “Come on. We still have time to catch the last flight back.”
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      Every few minutes, Elan Ortega peeked out the hotel window.

      “Why can’t we go to my sister’s boyfriend’s mother’s house?” Adrianna asked again.

      “I know he’s your brother, but he can’t be trusted. Nor can the rest of your family, no matter how remote the connection.” He worried that Zapata might have already sent men to every possible location to look for them. In fact, he couldn’t be sure they hadn’t been followed and someone wasn’t watching them right at the moment.

      Adrianna wiped her eyes with a tissue. “I’m sure he will understand. Whatever you did, it can’t be that bad. I’m his sister.”

      Elan looked back at her. “And that is exactly why he cannot know where you are. He will use you to get to me.”

      She lay back down on the bed and hugged the pillow.

      An overwhelming amount of guilt weighed on Elan. He had put the one person he cared about most into the worst possible situation all because of his and his brother’s selfish needs to achieve a milestone with their work. Was it worth it, Elan? he asked himself continually.

      Working for Zapata had been a mistake from the very start. He realized too late that no good could ever come of it. Even Adrianna had managed to stay clear of his business. She had graduated from the university and wanted to be a writer. All she did in her spare time was work on her novel. She would often joke that she was writing a tell-all about her family and that, soon enough, they would have to go on the run. Current events were not what either of them had envisioned, though. They were both living in a fantasy world. He believed his work served a greater purpose; she ignored what her brother really did.

      Elan left his perch by the window and sat beside his wife. He ran his hand up and down the length of her back.

      “What are we going to do?” Adrianna asked softly.

      Elan figured that by now, Zapata knew they were missing. He would hunt them down until he found them—not because he cared about his sister but because he cared about the drug falling into someone else’s hands. Surely the airport had been compromised—Elan figured that much—but he had a friend who could arrange travel to Panama by boat. From there, they would fly to the United States where he would seek asylum for the both of them. This plan would help keep them under the radar, but the risk was still great. Zapata’s reach was long and deep.

      There was one more part to Elan’s plan, though—one that would have the US government gladly helping him: his hidden ace, the dead DEA agent.
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      I awoke with my face planted firmly in Cabrera’s right arm. When I pulled back, I noticed a tiny bit of wetness on his shirt. I told him it was punishment for letting me sleep through the drink service. The plane had started its descent, and the seatbelt signs were already on. I could have used a cup of green tea.

      As soon as we landed at El Dorado International, we checked in with the security force assigned to the airport to see if there had been any sign of the Ortegas.

      They were still combing the last two days of video footage to ascertain whether any of them might have slipped out earlier. So far, no sign of that. Cabrera had wanted to leave, but I had convinced him, by keeping my butt firmly planted in my seat, that we should stick around while they went through the rest of the footage.

      A nice security guard fetched me a cup of hot water for my tea. The warmth between my hands, coupled with that familiar scent, helped me relax.

      “What are you thinking about?” Cabrera asked.

      “Next steps if we don’t find the brothers. They could be anywhere.”

      “I really don’t think they have left the country yet.”

      “What makes you so sure of that?”

      “It’s a hunch.”

      “Well, my directives aren’t to go on a massive man hunt. If they don’t turn up in this footage, I’m on a plane out of here and its left up to you and your Colombian friends.”

      Cabrera looked down at his watch. “If that’s the case, I need to talk to my contacts on the streets and see if anyone has heard or seen them. The quicker I get the word out, the faster I’ll hear back. Time is of the essence right now.”

      “Go. I’ll see this through.”

      “So, you really could be leaving soon.”

      “If this comes up empty, yes. I still have to run the situation by my supervisor, but I don’t think I’ll have any pushback. I’ll try to grab a flight tomorrow or the next day,” I said, avoiding eye contact.

      He checked his watch. “It’s 4:00 p.m. Let me do what I need to do. Maybe two, three hours tops. After that, I own you, Abby Kane. You are all mine until you set foot on that plane. That’s it. It’s not up for debate. That is, unless one of us gets a break.”

      I tried not to smile, but I couldn’t help it. The big, strong man had demanded it. Who was I but a tiny woman? I was no match for his dimples. I know it’s silly. He was more than a face or a body. He was a nice guy—an interesting guy. Though why I continued to encourage that fling, I don’t know. It’s not like I flew to Bogotá for business twice a month. Maybe I’ll have to if the scientist thing blows up and Reilly orders me to. I finally looked up at Cabrera. His comforting gaze grabbed me and gave a warm squeeze. “That sounds nice.” I told him.

      Cabrera clasped his hands together and rubbed them. “The sooner I leave, the sooner we can reconnect.”

      “Go. Get out of here. I’ll see you later.”

      “At your hotel,” he said as he backed out of the room.

      I sat there for the next twenty minutes fantasizing about his return while I stirred my tea slowly. What position on the bed would I be in when he broke down my hotel door to get to me? Would I have time to scream before he quieted me with a long, deep kiss? Or would he break into my room while I took a shower and somehow manage to slip behind the curtain without my knowing, only to give himself away by tapping me on the back with his third arm?

      Even under the warm water, my body would quiver with each touch. Every muscle would tighten. My nipples would harden and stand erect, but I wouldn’t give in and let him know the effect he had over me. I would ignore him and continue bathing as if he were not standing behind me. Then I would brazenly bend over and pretend to wash my legs, leaving myself open and exposed⁠—

      “Agent Kane,” a soldier called out, yanking me back to reality.

      “Huh? Yes, what is it?” I asked with as much normalcy as I could assemble.

      “We have reviewed all of the footage. We did not see the individuals you seek. But now that we are watching for them, it will be impossible for them to leave.”

      There were still flashbacks of soapy lather and blunt objects swimming around my head as I listened. “Yes, well, thank you for your efforts. The FBI appreciates your cooperation.” I gathered my things and left the airport, knowing my investigation in Bogotá had come to an end and I would be heading home.

      But not before I finished washing.
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      Not everyone is cut out for the cloak-and-dagger lifestyle. Elan was convinced that he stood out despite his efforts to conceal himself. Stiff as a board, he stood awkwardly near the rack of sunglasses by the entrance of the small shop. Trying to appear loose and casual only made him appear as if he were slow dancing with himself.

      He focused his attention on the building across the street. The Colombian office of the US Drug Enforcement Administration was located on the second floor. Elan wasn’t quite sure how to go about claiming asylum for himself and his wife. All he knew was that he had information on the dead agent found in Mitú, and someone in that office would want it.

      He had been watching the building for nearly forty-five minutes. Twice the shopkeeper asked him if he needed help, thinking he was a thief waiting for the right moment to strike. The man’s insistence on standing next to him made Elan’s surveillance of the building nearly impossible. Elan had stalled long enough. He finally apologized and left.

      He didn’t cross the street immediately. Instead, he walked for fifty yards north and then crossed over and doubled back so his approach would not be noticed if someone were looking out the window. He thought his actions were borderline ridiculous, that his imagination and fears had gotten the best of him, but he could not help it. Running from Zapata had placed him and Adrianna in great danger. There was no turning back.
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        * * *

      

      Adrianna sat quietly in the hotel room, waiting for her husband to return. Despite his plea for her to not contact anyone, not even her mother or father, Adrianna couldn’t bear the thought of leaving the country without saying anything. They will worry and think something bad has happened. She didn’t want that. So she made the call—a quick one to her parents explaining that she had to go away for a while but was safe.

      “Where are you? We will come to you,” they said.

      “No, you mustn’t. We are leaving soon. There is no time.”

      “Where? How will we contact you?”

      “I’ll contact you. But if you want to help, do not tell anyone we have spoken. Not even family. Not even Faro.”

      Adrianna hung up the phone. She gave them no information about her whereabouts, but she did stay on the phone long enough for the men standing next to her parents to trace her call.

      The leader of the group turned to the parents. “You did well. We will find her. Everything will be okay. Elan will not get away with this kidnapping.”

      On the way to the car, the leader took out his cell phone to give an update to the man who had hired them. The boss had said to wait at the parents’ house in case they got a call. He had never met his boss and only knew him by his name, El Monstruo.
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        * * *

      

      Elan climbed the stairs to the second floor. Each step reminded him of how dire his situation had become. The sweat from his armpits streamed down the sides of his torso and spotted his shirt. He stopped for a moment and ran the back of his hand across his damp forehead. Stop stalling.

      At the top of the stairs, he straightened his shirt and dried his palms on his jeans. His parched throat refused his swallows as he forced himself forward. He couldn’t understand his sudden hesitation. He finally had a chance to get out from under the grasp of his wife’s evil brother. He should have been running toward the office.

      When he reached the metal door, a sign read: All visitors must be buzzed in. Please be prepared to state your name and your business and have your identification ready. Elan’s eyes shifted to the small CCTV camera above the door. He had noticed another in the stairwell. Surely the agents inside had eyes on him. He pressed the button then returned his hand to his jacket pocket, where it rested on the butt of his gun.
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      Adrianna continued to check her phone, hoping her husband had texted her and she had merely missed the chime. But there were no notifications—only a blank screen. She feared for his safety and had made him promise to send her updates every half hour. Thirty-five minutes had passed since his last text, and worst-case scenarios started to populate her head. She told herself to relax, that she was worrying for nothing. Elan was okay. Maybe he was already talking to an agent. Perhaps he had to turn off his phone. There were many positive reasons as to why he could be late with his text.

      To calm herself, she sat on the edge of the hard bed and inhaled deeply, holding her breath for a moment before slowly releasing the air. With her eyes closed, she listened to the hum of the air conditioner against the wall. She repeated her breathing exercise once more. Her chest no longer thumped, and the tightness in her face had loosened slightly. “Everything is fine,” she told herself. Only, she was convinced it wasn’t.

      Her eyelids shot open, and she grabbed her phone. Her efforts to calm herself were futile. Only a text from her husband would do. She sent him a message asking him to reply with their code word: cariño. That meant things were fine but he could not talk. She waited. Five seconds, then ten seconds, and soon a whole thirty seconds had passed. It felt like days.

      It would only drive her nuts if she continued to stare at her phone, she decided. She stood and paced the small area next to the bed, wondering how on earth she could pass the time without tearing her hair out. A bath? Finally, she had an idea that didn’t seem so crazy. A calming bath would help her to relax. Surely she would find a message waiting for her when she finished.

      Once the water had been adjusted to a tepid state, she stripped off her clothing and stepped into the tub and under the shower. For a few seconds, her thick hair created a barrier that kept her scalp dry, but soon the water made its way through her locks and flooded her scalp. It continued down her slender frame and filled the tub. Her core body temperature adjusted and delivered a shiver—the good kind. A smile appeared on her face, if only for a second.

      Adrianna turned away from the showerhead and tilted her head back allowing the water to drain down the length of her hair. She reached up and slicked her thick mane into a ponytail. With her eyes still closed, she twisted her hair tightly, wringing the water from it as she brought it around to the front. She switched the shower off, allowing the faucet to finish filling the tub as she lay back and relaxed.

      She barely heard the rattle of her phone against the tiled sink, masking the chime. She smiled, knowing her phone had received a text message. She knew her husband would not let her down. The water around her rose slowly, creeping up her sides, not quite enveloping her yet. Her body shivered again, this time from an unexpected, cool breeze. She opened her eyes and saw a strange man peeking around the shower curtain.
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      Before heading back to my hotel, I made a stop by the office to collect a few personal items I had left on my temporary desk. Part of me hoped Cabrera would be there. I had Reilly on the phone when my peripheral vision spotted movement at the top of the stairwell. I looked up and saw a man standing there.

      “Well, I don’t think it’s our job to hunt down the Ortegas,” Reilly said. “We’ll let our counterparts with the DEA handle this. I want you on the first flight out tomorrow morning.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll do my best,” I said as I stopped in my tracks. “I gotta go,” I told Reilly before hanging up. Before I could say another word, the man started to pull his hands out of his jacket.

      Remembering my relaxed attitude with the last visitor who showed up at the office, I wasn’t about to take any chances. I dropped my phone and years of practicing a quick draw went into effect. My weapon was out and trained on the man before he could remove either hand from his pockets.

      “Don’t move or I will shoot you.”

      “Please, don’t shoot me,” he whimpered. A layer of sweat blanketed his face, and his light blue shirt was dark at the armpits and around his neck.

      “Slowly remove your hands from your pocket and raise them above your head.”

      This can’t be. It took a moment, but I recognized him. One of the missing scientists had shown up on our doorstep. If I remembered correctly, the shaking man in front of me was Elan Ortega, the married one.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why he would voluntarily come to us. Clearly, he had no idea the FBI had been looking for him because, if he did, he probably wouldn’t have shown up.

      “State your name and business.” I waited for a response but none came. He kept swallowing nervously. I tried again. “Sir, who are you, and what is your business here?”

      “I am Elan Ortega,” he barely managed. “I need to talk to an agent. I have important information.”

      “Lower your hands and take five steps back,” I said before retrieving my phone and moving to the top of the stairs.

      “I have information regarding the dead DEA agent.”

      I didn’t expect him to say that. He had my full attention. “Are you carrying any weapons?” I already knew the answer from his constant fidgeting and the stretching of his neck as he looked around.

      “Please don’t shoot,” he pleaded again. “I have a gun, but it’s for my protection.”

      Yours? “I don’t care what it is for. Turn around and place your palms against the wall above your head.”

      “Please. I’ll give it to you. I only want to talk.”

      “Turn to the wall,” I repeated. I moved behind him and patted him down. His clothes were damp, and I could hear his heart pounding through his back as I frisked him. I found a revolver tucked into the pocket of his jacket. I then cuffed him and ushered him into the office.

      Once inside and seated in a chair, Elan calmed a bit.

      “I’m Agent Abby Kane, and I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the United States. I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “I think you know why.”

      “Look, I had nothing to do with the death of that agent. I’m here to help.”

      “Then start helping.”

      Elan told me about his and his brother’s work with genetic engineering. “Our research could change the world,” he said fervently. “Imagine if we could strengthen a cripple and rid him of his disability or cure a person who had retardation. Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

      I’m sure my expression made it clear that I thought he was living in a fantasyland.

      “I know you think I’m crazy, but we can do this.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “We’ve already done it.”

      “So why isn’t this big news?”

      “Because of the man I work for, Faro Zapata.”

      I hadn’t heard of him, nor had Cabrera mentioned his name. “Who is he, and what is his role?”

      Elan fed me the details on the business arrangement he and his brother had with Faro Zapata. “We were happy, at first, to have the funding, but it came with a cost,” he said. “But the work was going well. We demonstrated the drug, MZ-1, to him just days ago.”

      “So you’re telling me you’ve successfully created the new crack?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What, then?”

      “At the time, we were so involved with our own work that the two mixed.”

      “How so?”

      Elan wiped his palms on his trousers and took a deep breath. “Well, somewhere along the way, our work and the work we were doing for Mr. Zapata melded.”

      “I’m not following you.”

      “Early on, we discovered that the side effects of the drug we were working on for Mr. Zapata had positive effects on our test subjects that interested us, so we pursued ways of increasing those effects.”

      “The crack drug also made your chimps smarter.”

      “Yes! It appeared so, but we needed more testing.”

      Elan’s eyes widened and his body language became more animated as he talked about how they secretly created various versions of MZ-1. They recorded definitive improvements in the health of sick chimps, which included an increase in their strength and intelligence. “The only problem was that the new drug hybrid would kill them after a few hours.”

      “What does all of this have to do with Agent Riggs’s death? Did he find out about the work you were doing?”

      “Worse. Señor Zapata did. My brother was never one to bite his tongue. He went one step further and showed him a chimp under the influence. I only found out after the fact.”

      “What happened then?”

      “He was excited and wanted us to further develop our version of the drug.”

      “He didn’t think you’d be wasting his time and money?”

      Elan looked away from me as he chewed on his bottom lip.

      “Elan? Wasn’t that the agreement? You were supposed to create a drug that had a longer-lasting high and was extremely addictive, but instead you were busy making chimps smarter.”

      Elan swallowed before answering. “He did think it was a waste at first. But then he saw the special side effects of the drug. Initially, I was pleased that he was on board, but then I started to suspect that his intentions were not the same as mine and Julio’s.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you honestly think a man like Señor Zapata would want to spend time and money developing a drug for the betterment of mankind?”

      Now the puzzle becomes more complete. They wanted to make a drug that could help people. Zapata saw a drug that could make him powerful. That was the rub.

      “I can understand your hesitation.”

      Elan looked up at me. “Regardless of what Mr. Zapata’s interests were, the effects of the drug were still unpredictable. The first test subjects died within minutes of being injected, but Malcolm #48 didn’t.”

      Elan must have sensed my confusion.

      “Malcolm is what we called the test subjects. The number dictates the number of subjects tested so far. He was the forty-eighth test subject.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, we made more adjustments to the drug that involved new combinations of ingredients.”

      “Is that why you and your brother set up that lab in the jungle?”

      “You know of that?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s where we discovered our drug and also where we tested Malcolm #48. The chimps were surviving longer, so my brother wanted to move to a human test subject.

      “He wanted to experiment.”

      “Yes.” Elan looked down, ashamed.

      “So you kidnapped one of the local villagers to serve as a guinea pig.”

      Elan nodded, reluctant to meet my eyes. “He survived the first few minutes, which was exciting, but he was an animal—uncontrollable. He was incredibly strong and fast. We couldn’t contain him.”

      “And he ended up killing the boy from the village.”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “Did he also kill Agent Riggs?”

      “No, the drug killed Malcolm #48 within minutes of his killing the boy.”

      “Wait. How many Malcolms were there?”

      “If you’re asking how many were human, well, the one in the jungle was the first. The one that killed your agent, as far as I know, was the second. My brother had shared our experience in the jungle with Señor Zapata. Without my knowing, Julio tested another human for him.”

      “And you’re saying this second human Malcolm killed was Agent Riggs?”

      “I think so though my brother never admitted it.”

      “Was Agent Riggs aware of your research, or was he simply investigating Faro Zapata and got unlucky?”

      Elan let out a soft breath. “I’m unclear as to how your agent entered the picture, but I don’t think it’s because of our experiments. He might have discovered something about Zapata’s drug trade.”

      “What about the young couple in the field? Did a different Malcolm kill them?”

      “I hadn’t realized there were others killed. Like I said, Julio did things behind my back.”

      Everything Elan Ortega had said up to then seemed inconceivable, yet I completely believed him. Seeing the trauma on Riggs’s body in the shape of more than 200 fist blows and then hearing about a drug that increases a human’s strength tenfold—it made it plausible. It also explained the zombie angle. Still, one thing didn’t fit the puzzle.

      “Elan, you said the human Malcolms were uncontrollable and didn’t live for more than an hour or so, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, Agent Riggs’s body was found in a ditch and the evidence suggested that he was killed there. If what you’re saying is true about their lifespan being extremely short, Riggs would have to have pretty much been kidnapped, thrown into a room with a Malcolm, killed, and then moved to a dumping site.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve made progress since the jungle.”
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      Hearing that I had Elan Ortega in custody was the last thing Cabrera expected when he called to check on me.

      “How? When?” he stammered on the other end.

      “I’ll explain when you get here. Hurry.”

      Twenty minutes later, Cabrera walked into the office. His mouth dropped when he spotted Elan. He turned to me, shock on his face. “This is Elan Ortega.”

      “I told you so.”

      I filled him in on how we met in the stairwell. From there, Elan picked up the storytelling duties and repeated everything he had told me earlier. Cabrera listened intently, stopping him once or twice to ask a question.

      “Have you heard of Faro Zapata?” I asked Cabrera when he was up to speed.

      “I’ve heard of him. Everyone who knows anything about the local drug trade knows who he is. We just can’t pin him down. They say he had a lot of plastic surgery done when he left FARC. It’s the main reason he’s eluded capture. But you,” he said pointing at Elan, “you know what he looks like, don’t you?”

      “I do, but I didn’t know he changed his appearance.”

      Cabrera shook his head and wrung his hands. “Okay, to be sure I’m understanding all of this, let me reiterate. You created a drug that makes men stronger and smarter.”

      Elan nodded. “In simple terms, yes.”

      “So this drug is like steroids?”

      Elan frowned as he pulled his head back. “It’s much more than that. You know how some people gain incredible strength while high on PCP?”

      Cabrera nodded.

      “Imagine strength ten times that, but they are fully aware of what they are doing.”

      “I thought you said they acted like animals,” I interrupted.

      “They did, but like I said earlier, we have made progress. They now have control over their actions. Our latest Malcolm, as far as I know, is still alive. He’s very bright.”

      “Has he killed anyone?” I asked.

      “Yes. My brother. Snapped his neck with one hand. He also ripped the head off a chimp.”

      This was news. Up until now, I had assumed Julio was also on the run. I never asked because I had gotten caught up in Elan’s admittance of the new drug. “When? How?”

      “I blame Señor Zapata.”

      “Did he tell Malcolm to kill your brother?”

      “Malcolm liked me, but he didn’t like my brother. He thought Julio was a pompous ass who took advantage of me. When Señor Zapata ordered Julio into the holding cell to untie him from the table, Malcolm killed him.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “It sounds like these Malcolms are functioning human beings, not mechanical robots to be controlled. They think for their own then?”

      “Yes.”

      “So what’s to stop them from running wild?” Cabrera asked.

      “The drug. When it wears off, so do their abilities. Some of the effects remain, but most of it disappears. That’s the withdrawal of the drug. Access to the drug is what keeps them in line, for now.”

      “Not much of a backup plan, is it?” I said, raising my eyebrows.

      “I have a theory, unproven of course, that with each dose, the effects become more permanent. Eventually, they won’t need the drug. That’s the real danger, and in the hands of Señor Zapata, none of it can be good.”

      “He’s right,” Cabrera said. “This is Faro Zapata we’re talking about. He killed thousands of people while associated with FARC. He certainly doesn’t have charity work in mind. For all we know, he plans to create an army of Malcolms.”

      “How much of this drug is lying around?”

      “When I left Mitú, there was still a decent supply, but who knows what my brother did. There might be a secret stash.”

      “Where is Zapata now?”

      “I can’t be sure. I overheard him say something on a phone call that might be a clue, but before I say anything…” He looked back and forth between Cabrera and me before focusing back on me. “I want something in return. I want safe passage for my wife and me to the US, and I want asylum. I’ve given you a lot of information.”

      Cabrera looked at me with his palms up.

      “I’ll have to make a few calls, but I’ll guarantee your safe passage to the States.”

      “He mentioned San Francisco.”

      My head reeled. “Why there? More testing?”

      “I don’t know. I do know the drug works, though, and with its addictive nature, it will be very easy for him to create and command a group quickly if that’s his plan.”

      “Elan, are you sure he’s heading to San Francisco?” Cabrera asked.

      “Not one hundred percent.”

      “We have to get the word out on this guy—notify border control before he leaves,” I said.

      “How?” Cabrera asked. “We don’t have a picture of him. How will they recognize him? The only person who can do that is Elan.”

      “How about a sketch artist? Do the Colombians have a guy we can use?”

      “Good idea. I’m sure they can dig up someone.”

      “Anything would help.”

      What turned out to be a simple consult on an investigation had blown up into a matter of public safety. A madman with the ability to turn a person into a crazed Hulk with genius-like intelligence and have them do his bidding—that’s a hard concept to grasp. So not only was time an enemy, but we had believability to contend with. To make matters worse, only one person could recognize the man we were about to chase.

      Cabrera stood up. “We must leave right away. We have to assume Zapata has already slipped out of the country.”

      I leaned closer to Elan. “From now on, you do not go anywhere without me. Is that understood?”

      He nodded.

      “One more thing,” Cabrera said. “How confident are you that you could identify Zapata?”

      “I would recognize him even if he had a disguise on.”

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “In case the sketch artist thing doesn’t work out, I can have my people pull footage from the customs area for all flights into San Francisco from Bogotá and load it onto a hard drive. It’s a nine to ten-hour flight. He can use that time to comb the footage.”

      “I’ll do my best to find him,” Elan said as he looked at me with tired eyes. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Excuse me. I have been here a long time. I need to call my wife.”

      While he made his call, Cabrera pulled me to the side and out of earshot. “You know I’m coming with you.”

      To be honest, it hadn’t dawned on me to ask for his help. My brain had already slipped into problem-solving mode and what needed to happen back in the States, but it made complete sense for us to continue working the case together. It actually felt good to know he had my back.

      I looked around the empty office. “It doesn’t seem like much is going on here anyway,” I said with a chuckle. “You can tag along.”
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      Cabrera offered to escort Elan back to his hotel, but I wouldn’t have it. The investigation had taken a few quick turns and had the potential to unravel. With Elan being the only person who could identify the madman we were after, I felt it was my responsibility to be the protective shield around him. And besides, the city I called home was in trouble. I hoped he would understand my need to control every aspect of the investigation from here on out and not take it personally. He needed to trust me. Though why couldn’t I trust him?

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to take care of this one thing?” he said with raised eyebrows.

      I squeezed his arm. “We’ll be fine. I’ll take him to collect his wife and then book a large suite for the three of us back at my hotel. Probably be a good time to wrap up any loose ends you have here in Bogotá. I’ll need your full attention moving forward.”

      “Meet us at the hotel tomorrow morning,” I said as we left the office. “We’ll head over to the airport together.”

      On the cab ride over to the hotel, my eyes had settled on Elan. His unassuming manner gave no hint to what he had created: not his boyish mess of hair, not his rumpled wardrobe, not his polite, almost meek way of speaking. He was so… normal.

      “What’s the matter? You keep looking at your phone.”

      He shifted his eyes up toward me. “It’s my wife. She didn’t pick up when I called, and she hasn’t responded to my text messages.”

      “No one knows you’re here, right? She’s probably sleeping or taking a shower. Give it some time.”

      He tucked his phone away and stared out the window. He seemed to believe what I had said. My gut, however, didn’t buy it.

      The cab stopped outside a building that looked more like a small bed and breakfast than it did a hotel. I grabbed Elan by the arm right as he exited the vehicle. “I’ll lead the way. Got it?”

      Elan nodded and waited until I exited the cab.

      “Give me the keys.”

      “We’re on the second floor, room four,” he said before handing them over.

      We hurried through a small, empty lobby and up the stairs. I hesitated when we stepped out of the stairwell into the hallway. The second floor had only three rooms.

      “There,” Elan pointed to a door at the far end of the floor.

      I raised a finger to my lips and drew my weapon before quietly leading the way.

      “Why are you using your gun?” he whispered.

      I frowned. Didn’t I just tell you to be quiet? “It’s a precautionary measure.”

      When we reached the room, I told Elan to stay outside until I had a quick look.

      “I’m not waiting outside,” he shot back.

      I looked him squarely in the face. “You have no choice in the matter.”

      “I’ll be all alone out here. What if someone tries to kill me while you’re gone?”

      “Scream.”

      Once I was sure he wouldn’t rush past me, I inserted the card key into the door and returned it to Elan. With my weapon out front, I entered and closed the door behind me. The sun hadn’t completely set, so the room still glowed with an abundance of natural light. There were obvious signs that someone, other than Elan, had been here, but I didn’t see anyone. Maybe she went for a walk or out for some food.

      I saw that the bathroom door was partly open and the light was on. Slowly, I made way toward it, listening for any sign that someone was on the other side. I heard nothing. I pushed the door open and found an empty bathroom. The shower curtain had been drawn shut, and a pile of woman’s clothing lay on the tiled floor near the sink.

      A melodic chime rang out as I stepped inside the small space. On the counter next to the sink, I spotted a cell phone. Surely she would have taken her phone if she left the room. A crumpled bathmat lay in front of the tub. It was damp.

      I stood there for a moment and readied myself for my next move—the shocking discovery. I hated that part of the job. I was usually spot on when it came to guessing what was behind curtain number one. I reached out, grabbed the plastic, and yanked it to one side.
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        * * *

      

      Elan couldn’t take it any longer. He had been pacing a small area in front of the door. His fingernails were nonexistent. Thoughts, horrible thoughts, filled his head as he waited. There shouldn’t have been a wait. Adrianna should have been right on the other side of that door. The fact that he still stood outside the room wasn’t a good sign. He ran his hand through his hair repeatedly while mumbling to himself. This was all too much. He couldn’t stand another minute outside and burst into the room.
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        * * *

      

      I heard a noise behind me and spun to find Elan standing near the door, his hand still on the knob. His eyes had bulged, and he had frozen in place. I didn’t need to imagine the thoughts his mind concocted when he saw me standing over a tub.

      “Elan,” I called out.

      He said nothing.

      “She’s not here.”

      Only after hearing those words did his posture relax, and he let go of the knob.

      “She’s not… But where is she?”

      He took a few steps forward, pausing for a moment as though he thought I had lied and wanted to keep the truth from him. I still had the shower curtain clutched in my hand when he reached me.

      I half expected him to breathe a sign of relief, but instead, he bent over, his arm resting on the sink for support as tears started to well. A single hand cupped his opened mouth. His body stiffened with paralysis as he breathed in deeply. Was this a cry of relief or a cry of fear?

      I rubbed his back. “Elan?”

      He didn’t respond but only continued his empty stare into the tub.

      “Everything is going to be fine.”

      His head turned up to me, revealing red-rimmed eyes. I grabbed hold of his arms and stood him up straight.

      “Her phone is still here.” I pointed.

      He picked it up. “The messages I sent—they’re unread.”

      “It looks like she was ready to have a bath when⁠—”

      “When what?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Elan bent down and picked up the blouse. “She was wearing this when I left.”

      “She could have stepped out for something, maybe bath oils or⁠—”

      “No. They took her.”

      “Who did?”

      “Señor Zapata’s men. I know they did.”

      “Why? He has the recipe.”

      He shook his head. “He already killed my brother. Sooner or later, he would have to kill me. It’s the only way to ensure that only he can manufacture the drug.”

      “Let’s not jump to any dire conclusions. I still think you might be of worth to him, especially since you said the drug hadn’t been fully tested. Something could go wrong.”

      I walked back into the bedroom area and checked all the windows and doors. There were no signs of forced entry. I doubled back to the bathroom where Elan still fidgeted with Adrianna’s phone.

      “Does your wife know what type of man you were working for?”

      He looked up from the phone. “Of course. Señor Zapata is her brother.”

      Just like that. Another big piece to the puzzle had been revealed in the most casual of manners. It’s people like Elan who make my job harder than it needs to be. Why not blindfold me, tie my hands behind my back, and sock me in the stomach, huh?

      I let my eyes roll in lieu of a smart reply. “Faro Zapata is your wife’s brother. You’re family? Anything else you want to tell me?”

      “I’m sorry. There’s so much. I didn’t leave it out intentionally.”

      I started to question Elan’s motives. Being related to an ex-FARC drug lord who had your brother killed is not something someone in his position forgets to mention. He could very well be in on this. Watch your back, Abby.

      “Is she safe with him?”

      Elan shrugged. “That’s a good question. I suspect his family treads lightly around him and shows him the ultimate in loyalty. By leaving with me, Adrianna breaks that trust.”

      “Is there anybody else who could have taken her?”

      “No.”

      “Well, there’s no sign of someone breaking into the room. Either she let them in, or they had a key to the room. Let’s check with the front desk and see what they know. They might have seen her leave with someone.”

      I watched him walk back to the closet in the hallway. “Hold on. I want to see if her passport is still in the hotel safe.”

      He slid the door to the side and immediately took a sharp, deep breath. Adrianna’s phone fell from his hands and bounced once on the carpet.

      “Elan…?”

      He was frozen. It seemed like time had stopped, too. Every step I took toward him felt like a struggle. One step forward, two steps back. I couldn’t get to him faster no matter how hard I tried. Whatever was in that closet had grabbed hold of him tightly, tightly enough that my calls went unnoticed. It felt like minutes passed, not seconds, as he fell backward into the wall behind him. His shirt scratched against the stucco as he slid downward into a crouched position.

      I reached for my weapon, aiming at the closet. Elan’s lower jaw dropped further, and his eyes stretched wider. He raised his left hand, struggling to point. Short, deep breaths followed. His other hand covered his mouth. His head moved slowly from side to side.

      Another step brought me closer to the closet. A small light illuminated the inside. My head turned; my eyes followed. What I saw jerked me to a stop. Hanging by her neck from the clothes bar was Adrianna. Her face had been beaten into fifty shades of blue, burying her eyes beneath a swell of skin. My eyes followed the trail of blood running from her mouth, along her neck and toward the middle of her chest, where a large butcher knife buried up to the handle served as the exclamation point.

      The closet had the same effect on me that it had on Elan. I could hear his heavy breathing turn to cries. I had seen worse, but this was bad. Close the door, Abby! I knew I had to do it. Elan had seen enough. Close the DOOR, Abby! I had seen enough, but I couldn’t stop staring at the one thing that had us both helpless at the moment. Carved into the flesh of her stomach were two words: El Monstruo.
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      After touching down at San Francisco International Airport, Zapata got into a white van and hurried to South San Francisco, the industrial area of the city. A nondescript warehouse set among many others was his destination, his safe house.

      Arrangements had already been made with special friends in the United States who had supported him while he led the charge with FARC and still supported him currently because of the money they made from his lucrative drug trade. They had provided everything he needed to continue work on MZ-1.

      Zapata’s van came to a stop in front of a black metal gate. A twelve-foot perimeter wall spread out from there and along the sides of the building, affording the occupants a great deal of privacy. A man exited the vehicle and opened the fortified gate, allowing the van to continue and eventually disappear into the warehouse.

      The warehouse was an old food-processing plant. The side of the building showcased remnants of a painting: cans of tomatoes stacked near a basket of the red fruit. Inside there were no signs of canning machinery. The entire building had been gutted and refurbished to meet Zapata’s needs. Half of the building had been fashioned into a fully functioning lab while observation rooms filled the other side.

      Several men in lab coats appeared. One stepped out in front and greeted Zapata and his men. “Hello. I’m Dr. Simon Espinoza,” he said, extending his hand. Zapata ignored it and continued to look around the facility.

      Dr. Espinoza retracted his gesture and continued with a smile. “My team is happy to finally have you here. We’re eager to get started.”

      “Can I trust you and your team?”

      “Of course. I’ve recruited very able technicians. They are capable of executing any type of work that⁠—”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Zapata interjected. “No one must know what we are doing. There are people who would want nothing more than to get their hands on my product.”

      “Of course. I understand. Everyone here has signed nondisclosure agreements; I can assure you of that.”

      “I have an addendum. Tell your employees that if any one of them leaks any information about what is taking place in here or tries to pass information to some other individual, I will personally kill them—but not before I make them watch my men torture their families. Is that understood?”

      “I don’t think we need⁠—”

      “I do not care what you think!” The building fell quiet as Zapata’s voice echoed off the walls. Zapata circled the doctor like a wolf would his prey. “I am in charge, and I expect that no one will question my orders.” Zapata stopped with his face inches from the doctor’s. Hot breaths exited his flared nostrils as tiny muscles rippled along his jawline. A barely audible growl reverberated from the general’s throat.

      The doctor took a step back and nodded, his face frozen in a pleasant expression and his eyes locked on Zapata’s to avoid showing any disrespect.

      Seconds later, Zapata’s face relaxed, and he calmed as he turned to address the group of scientists awaiting his instructions. “I want you all to meet someone very special. He’s here to help us with our work.”

      Zapata turned to the van and extended his arm. A smile formed on his face as the sliding door on the van opened. “This… is Malcolm.”
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      The murder of Adrianna Ortega stalled our return to the States. It was unfortunate, but I needed my witness to be cooperative, and snatching him away before he could give his wife a proper funeral—well, that would piss anyone off. We spent another five days in Bogotá while the medical examiner conducted an autopsy, throughout which Cabrera served to be a big help in fast-tracking. While we waited for the results, Elan made arrangements to bury his wife, and I did my best with Reilly, giving him as much information as I could so he could start a search for Zapata. The sketch the artist had drawn of Zapata, according to Elan, was good enough. I had a sneaking suspicion that “good enough” meant “kind of looks like him.”

      Strangulation was the cause of death; the knife in the chest and the body modification were the handiwork of a sick man who liked to play with his victims after he killed them.

      I knew the sooner I could extract Elan out of Colombia, the safer he would be. He was still a walking target. I suspected that Zapata had ordered the hit, and it was only a matter of time before an assassination attempt on Elan would be made.

      We were holed up in a suite back at my hotel, rarely leaving and relying on room service for all our meals except when Cabrera stopped by. He always brought food. And his smile.

      “I don’t understand. She wasn’t a threat. Who could do this to his own sister?”

      I looked up from my laptop. “Faro Zapata, that’s who.”

      Elan scooted back on the couch. The television was on, but he paid it no attention. “Why would he send El Monstruo?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “El Monstruo killed my wife.”

      My head tilted to the side as I pursed my lips. Why is this so difficult? Is he calling Zapata a monster?

      “You haven’t heard of him, have you?”

      “Who?”

      “The man we call El Monstruo. Most people think he doesn’t exist, but he does.”

      “Who is this person?”

      “That’s what everyone wants to know.”

      Elan filled me in on everything he knew about the mysterious person—including the belief that Faro Zapata might work for this guy.

      “You mean your brother-in-law isn’t the head honcho?”

      “Word is that Señor Zapata is one of his most trusted men.”

      “Does Zapata know what this monster man looks like?”

      Elan shrugged.

      “Well, if he reports to El Monstruo, then it doesn’t make sense for him to order his boss to do a hit. Is it possible that whoever did this signed the name to send a message that it was coming from him?”

      Elan shrugged again.

      To make matters more complicated, Gómez had sent word that the large compound Elan fingered as the base of their operations in Mitú had been destroyed. Ten bodies were found inside, burned beyond recognition. The families of the workers had also gone missing.

      “I’m telling you; he wants me dead,” Elan repeated. “I’m a liability. I know what he’s up to, and I know the recipe to the drug. He’s killing everyone who could know something.”

      He was right. He was in danger, and I questioned my ability to keep him alive in a country where I had none of the resources to which I had grown accustomed. Cabrera did everything he could to utilize the Colombian forces the DEA works with. But the agreement to work together between Colombia and the U.S. was strictly for the drug trade. This was a murder in which the United States had no direct involvement. It was the responsibility of the local police force to investigate. However, Cabrera was able to arrange for a security detail at the hotel and for armed transportation to the airport when we were ready. Other than that, we were on our own.

      It didn’t help that I had Reilly breathing down my neck to get on the next plane. I knew he worried about losing his own agent in the mess. With what I had already told him about Faro Zapata moving his operations to San Francisco, Reilly was anxious to see us on US soil immediately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      A single man occupied each of the observation rooms inside the warehouse. A total of fifteen had been picked up in the Tenderloin neighborhood the night before. They were the perfect specimens: street people no one would miss. Zapata wanted to start the new round of testing immediately. If he could turn these men into a viable force, it would be easy to imagine what effects MZ-1 would have on a gang of strong, healthy men. But first, it was necessary to see how far he could push men who were less than desirable.

      By the time Zapata arrived at the facility the following morning, the men had been under the influence of MZ-1 for two hours. So far, most of that time had been spent destroying the furniture in their rooms. There was a period of ingestion where test subjects had to acclimate to the effects of the drug. Their bodies were undergoing extreme changes. Dr. Espinoza knew from reading the Ortegas’ notes that, with each dosage, these violent outbursts lessened. Most of the men had already calmed and resorted to pacing their rooms.

      Zapata walked by every observation window, watching the men to see how they reacted to his presence. Some ignored him; others lunged at the window with the force of a rhino.

      “Where is Malcolm?” Zapata asked when he reached the last room.

      “Follow me,” Espinoza said. “Malcolm is kept in a private room, away from the men.”

      “Is there something wrong with him?”

      Espinoza looked back at Zapata. “He’s fine, but he demanded a room separate from the others.”

      “Why?”

      “He said he’s above those men, that they’re nothing but a bunch of animals, more brawn than brain.”

      “Is that so?” Zapata scratched his chin. This is getting interesting.

      In the far corner of the building, an office had been converted into living quarters for Malcolm. Through the observation window, Zapata could see Malcolm sitting on his bed with his back up against the wall, busy reading a book. “What’s wrong with him? Have you given him the drug yet?”

      “Yes,” Espinoza said. “He got his last dose at the same time as the others.”

      Zapata stood by the window and watched Malcolm. He had never been this passive while under the influence.

      “This room, it isn’t reinforced like the others. He could break out of here in a heartbeat.”

      “He said he wouldn’t and that we should trust him. So far, he’s held up his end of the bargain.”

      Zapata pressed the intercom button. “Malcolm?”

      Malcolm lowered his book enough to reveal his eyes staring back. “What do you want?”

      “I have an assignment for you.”

      Faster than anyone could have ever imagined, Malcolm moved off the bed and made his way to the window. “Why should I help you?”

      Zapata didn’t look away or show any sign of emotion. Malcolm did not scare him. He, in fact, intrigued him. He believed there was something else that could motivate him besides MZ-1. Malcolm’s brain craved a challenge. Zapata could clearly see now that Malcolm wanted to be in control. He wanted power.

      “I am putting you in charge of your own army of men. Prove to me you can train them to do more than destroy furniture.”

      Malcolm smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The time was half past ten in the morning when the two white vans parked on Eddy Street between Mason and Taylor. The neighborhood was known as the Tenderloin, the fifty square blocks located in the flatlands on the southern slope of Knob Hill between Union Square and the Civic Center. It had been a red light district since its birth and over the years encompassed everything from brothels to speakeasies, even the city’s first gay neighborhood. Its resistance to gentrification only encouraged its reputation as a less-than-desirable part of town. Most of the surrounding buildings in the vicinity were old—cheap firetraps rented out to newly arrived immigrants or used as by-the-hour hotels.

      That morning, it was business as usual. A few street people were out and about, but most of the tenants were still holed up in their roach hotels. It wasn’t until the early afternoon that the neighborhood came alive with a bevy of drug dealers and prostitutes who conducted their business late into the night. About a block and a half south on Eddy, the street dead-ended at Hallidie Plaza, where a Bank of America was located.

      Zapata sat in the passenger seat of the first van and surveyed the area. The conditions were perfect. Low traffic and a layer of fog kept it quiet and dark. He turned around and caught Malcolm’s eye. “Are you ready?”

      Malcolm nodded and opened the side door, allowing the smell of sour urine to flood the vehicle. He and his men exited. “Wait here,” Malcolm commanded before walking back to the second van and ordering the rest of his crew out.

      Back at the facility that morning, Malcolm had been tasked with briefing the men on their assignment. It didn’t take long for him to earn the respect of the others. As soon as they were all put in one large holding room, he immediately killed the largest man. Like a new challenger to a lion pride, he was the alpha male. The others would follow his orders.

      His group of fourteen followed him, ignoring a group of street kids shaking cups for change and the early-to-rise dealer offering his wares. They moved down the sidewalk mostly unnoticed, moving around cars and dodging shopping carts. The pack crossed an intersection without any consideration for oncoming traffic, nearly getting hit. Within seconds, they reached Hallidie Plaza. Once Malcolm spotted the bank, he headed straight for the front door with his fearless followers right on his tail.

      The security guard inside the bank had turned to the door in time to see what looked like a pack of madmen descending upon the building. Before he could radio for help, Malcolm hit the front door and sent it flying open. He locked eyes with the frozen guard, who still held the radio in his hand, and Malcolm headed right for him, leading with his right fist. Malcolm connected with the right side of the guard’s face, hitting him multiple times before sending the unconscious man to the ground hard. Malcolm had crushed his cheekbone and shattered his eye socket.

      Malcolm ordered his men to fill their bags with money from the teller drawers while he went in search of the bank vault. He found it was already open, and a man in a suit had just exited, unaware of what was taking place in the bank lobby. Malcolm tackled him and proceeded to ground and pound. A flurry of flying fists crushing the man’s face beyond recognition.

      Malcolm moved on to the vault. He whistled, and within seconds the rest of the men had entered behind him and filled the bags. There appeared to be no concern for security control. All of the bank customers and employees had exited the bank, screaming. Alarms had been tripped, and multiple cell phones had dialed 911. After a few seconds, Malcolm cut his men off and ordered them to retreat.

      While exiting the bank, Malcolm did a headcount and realized one of his men had gone missing. He headed back inside and found the man behind the teller desk. The body he was straddling had become his personal punching bag. Each hit produced a splatter of red like a kid puddle jumping. Blow after blow, all the same speed and force. So methodical. So mechanical.

      Malcolm pulled his man off the body and spun him around. His pupils were fully dilated and jiggered back and forth. Thick saliva bubbled from the corners of his mouth. He may have been looking straight at Malcolm, but his eyes were empty. Within seconds, he lay on the floor, his neck twisted around the wrong way. He was the anomaly, a bad seed, and Malcolm had dealt with him accordingly. The two white vans had moved to the corner of the plaza, and his men were already filing inside. Sirens wailed in the background as Malcolm ran to the van with a smirk on his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after landing in San Francisco, I received a call from Reilly that had Cabrera, Elan, and I rushing to the Philip Burton Federal Building.

      “Kane, I need you over here ASAP! A bunch of crazed men robbed a bank this morning like I’d never seen before. If it wasn’t for the bank footage, you wouldn’t believe me. I haven’t time for details. Just get here, now.” He hung up before I could spit out a question. But it didn’t take much for us to assume what had happened.

      “Did he say anything else?” Cabrera asked as we piled into my car.

      “No, but I’ve kept him fully briefed on what’s transpired so far.”

      “So he knows everything?”

      “Yup.”

      “Does he believe it?”

      “From the sound of his voice, I would say yes.”

      I looked at Elan in the rearview mirror. He sat quietly in the backseat, staring out the window. “Elan, do you have any idea what Zapata had planned for when he got here?” His eyes connected with me in the mirror.

      “Either use MZ-1 or try to sell the recipe, I imagine.”

      “Sell it?” Cabrera inquired. “Why? From what you said, he could do a lot with it.”

      “He still can, but why not sell it and make money? The best of both worlds.”

      “Maybe he’s here to showcase the drug,” I said.

      “Perhaps.”

      Elan went back to watching the passing scenery, and so did Cabrera. The rest of the ride into the city remained quiet. Apparently, I was the only one who wanted to discuss the case.

      Thirty minutes later, we passed through a security check in the Federal Building’s lobby and rode the elevator to the thirteenth floor. When we exited, I didn’t notice anything unusual about the mood of the office. It was quiet except for the usual, controlled murmur you’d find in any office.

      Reilly was seated at his desk, frowning at his computer, when we entered. “Abby, I’m glad you’re back,” he said, looking up over his reading glasses.

      Cabrera immediately stuck out his hand. “I’m Special Agent Dominic Cabrera with the DEA. Thank you for your assistance.”

      Reilly rose to shake his hand. “Sorry to hear about your partner.”

      Cabrera nodded.

      I motioned toward Elan. “This is Elan Ortega, one of the scientists I told you about.”

      Reilly was tall, over six feet. Next to him and Cabrera, Elan and I looked like two children who’d tagged along on Bring Your Kids to Work Day.

      Reilly shook his hand. “Thank you for coming, Dr. Ortega. The FBI appreciates your cooperation. Please have a seat. I understand you recently lost your wife and brother.”

      “I did.”

      “Abby is one of our best. I hope we can help bring their killers to justice.” He returned to his desk chair. “Rather than tell you about this morning’s robbery, I’m going to show you,” he said as he turned his laptop around.

      We watched the footage from the CCTV cameras inside the bank without saying a word. When it finished, Reilly hit play once more. When the gang of men entered the bank, I asked him to pause it.

      “Elan, are those men under the influence of this drug?”

      “It appears they have been given a dose of MZ-1. Fast forward it a bit… There, stop it.”

      Reilly stopped the video on the scene where the guard is attacked. “You see that—the way he’s pummeling the guard. That is consistent with the actions of all our previous test subjects.”

      “They don’t use weapons?” Cabrera asked.

      Elan turned to him. “These men are weapons.”

      Reilly hit play again. We watched the gang of men swat customers out of the way like rag dolls. To get into the tellers’ area, two of them destroyed the door as if it were made of balsa wood. It literally looked like scenes from a sci-fi movie.

      “How can a man physically destroy a door like that? It’s impossible.”

      Elan turned to Reilly. “You know how you hear of people in dire consequences doing extraordinary things? Like the mother who single-handedly lifts a car off her child? Well, she is getting her strength from the same place they are,” he said pointing at the screen. “It’s adrenaline. Our drug turns it up even higher, so the superhuman strength lasts longer than a brief moment. It also increases the neuron activity in the brain tenfold, allowing that person’s brain to fire off reactions one thousand times faster than the average human.”

      “If they’re so smart, why on earth do they allow themselves to be controlled?”

      “The drug is highly addictive. They crave it, especially when they start to come down. Once a person establishes they are in control of it, he can control them. But mind you, this is only what I’ve learned from my earlier observations. Also, while a user does retain some strength and intelligence, for the most part, they return to their original state. In the case of these men, once they come down, they won’t be that threatening.”

      Reilly took a closer look at the video. “There appears to be no life in their eyes.”

      “It’s a side effect. Trust me; they are conscious.”

      “And you believe every man attacking this bank has been given MZ-1?”

      Elan nodded.

      Just then, the man who attacked the guard walked up to a bank surveillance camera and smiled before turning away, as if he knew we would be viewing the footage later.

      “Now I’m even more certain, because I know that smile,” he said. “That’s Malcolm. He killed my brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the warehouse in south San Francisco, Zapata and his men celebrated with champagne as video footage from the bank heist played on a large monitor. A few of the men, including Malcolm, had been outfitted with tiny cameras, so Zapata and the others could watch the mission as it happened from the safety of the vans. Now they had it playing on a loop for their entertainment.

      This was important, because Zapata had a special guest who had tagged along: the leader of a small gang. His name was Juan Vega though on the streets he was called Don Vega. He oversaw Southern Pride, a Colombian gang associated with the Cali cartel, a large drug organization based in the southern Colombian city of Cali. The Rodríguez-Orejuela brothers had originally founded the cartel, but new leadership had taken over in recent months. “Difficult” was how Vega described their ways, but he had no choice but to continue to do business with them because that’s where he got his cocaine.

      Vega had been interested in distancing himself and eventually separating from the cartel—especially after a recent falling out had strained their relationship. There was one problem though: he still needed product. Zapata offered the perfect business arrangement; Vega and his gang would get access to MZ-1 to create their own army so they could increase their territory and defend it so long as the gang bought cocaine from Zapata and no one else.

      Zapata walked over to the stumpy gang leader dressed in baggy shorts and a button down and refilled his glass with champagne. “What do you think?”

      “I’m impressed,” Vega responded with smiles.

      Tattoos crawled out from under his shirt collar and up his neck—unavoidable to Zapata’s eyes. He had never understood the fascination with ink. It brought unnecessary attention. “Then it’s settled⁠—”

      “I want to try one more thing,” the gang leader continued. “I want to see how they handle a situation that is realistic to my needs.”

      The smile on Zapata’s face disappeared. So did the one on Vega’s.

      While intrigued by the possibilities of using the drug to create a disposable army, Vega wasn’t about to go into business with Zapata unless he felt he truly had the manpower to fight off any retaliation from the Cali cartel. The laughter that surrounded the two men had already calmed itself to a few lingering chuckles. Quiet exploded across the room as the others watched the developing showdown.

      Zapata tilted the champagne flute back while keeping his eyes trained on the brave and confident Vega. With each swallow, he drained bubbly liquid from the glass until the last swallow emptied into his mouth, where he swished it around once before finishing if off with a loud pop from his lips. “All right. We will do another test. But from now on, you will distribute my cocaine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The FBI had confiscated all of the bank footage to prevent it from slipping into the hands of the media. A video showing a gang of men with superhuman strength robbing and killing wasn’t something that needed to be broadcast. We hoped that anyone who decided to talk would come across as a hysterical witness exaggerating the facts.

      Malcolm was the only man Elan identified in the video. The others didn’t look like they were from Colombia. I assumed they were from someplace in or near San Francisco. Since no one seemed to match up with any missing persons reports, we figured they were most likely people who lived on the streets. There were a lot of able-bodied teens and young adults that roamed the Tenderloin neighborhood. Reilly arranged for a few officers from the Tenderloin precinct to come have a look in the hopes that we would get lucky.

      We all understood Elan’s importance to the case. Everything we knew we had learned from him. Solving the case would require keeping him alive. I still had concerns about his safety, and it took some convincing for Reilly to get on board. Lately, the department budget had been under intense scrutiny, and not every witness got the same treatment. I had pushed for a twenty-four-hour security detail outside his hotel room.

      “Faro Zapata will do this again,” Elan said. “And if he sells the drug to others like himself, you will have multiple people creating armies of these men to do their bidding. Also, we still don’t know the long-term effects of this drug.”

      That convinced Reilly, who signed off on the paperwork and proceeded to stick Elan in the nearest, decent hotel. Cabrera decided to get a room a few doors down from Elan, which made me feel a bit better. Another eye on Elan couldn’t hurt.

      My plan was to head home once I had my witness tucked safely away in his room. What should have been a few days out of town had morphed into a two-and-a-half-week time suck. I even missed seeing Ryan off to camp. It was moments like those when I can honestly say I appreciate having a mother-in-law who was so willing to help out with the kids. I spoke and texted with them while I was gone, but it wasn’t the same as being there—not by a long shot.

      Maybe I felt guilty because the summer of family fun wasn’t really happening. I had lost almost three weeks of it to this case, and I could expect to lose more. But I wasn’t going to let that thought spoil my excitement at finally being able to go home.

      I gave my cell number to the security detail outside of Elan’s door then headed to the elevators. All I could think of was hurrying home so I could see my family. As the elevator opened, I heard someone call my name. Cabrera was jogging down the hallway toward me.

      “Wait up.” He entered the elevator with me. “Now that we’re off the clock, technically, maybe you can show me your city.” Cabrera moved in closer to me. I could smell tiny whiffs of cologne radiating off his chest and neck area.

      “Well, first off, it’s not my city. I feel like a newbie myself. I’ve only been here for a few years. And anyway, you know this place. You studied here,” I said, playfully poking his arm.

      His brown eyes settled on mine. “Yeah, you’re right. I was just looking for an excuse to hang out.”

      I giggled and looked away for a moment. His stare could be so intense at times. “You know you don’t need an excuse, but I’m going to have to take a rain check for tonight. I’m dying to see little Lucy and Po Po.”

      “How stupid of me. Of course, family always comes first. But what about little Ryan?”

      “Big Ryan is at camp.”

      “I’ll be here for a while. Another night then.”

      He smiled as he took a step closer to me. His eyes never left mine, except to look at my lips. My entire body knew what to expect next as my legs weakened and my heart seemed to stretch out its every beat. We had an unspoken rule that we would keep our little tryst professional. Well, I had that rule, but I think Cabrera had learned to respect it. So there was no touching, grabbing, hugging or kissing in or around the job or coworkers. It had been many, many days of professionalism.

      I watched his large frame lean toward me slowly, making me wait. Normally, I like the anticipation, but we were in an elevator, and time was of the essence. I peeked at the floor numbers, and we had just passed the fourth. Our window of opportunity was closing. Soon the doors would open to a very public lobby. I appreciated his slow, romantic move for a kiss, but if our lip-lock was going to happen, it needed to be kicked into high gear. So I grabbed him by his shirt, yanked his juicy lips toward mine and gave him an open-mouthed tongue lashing that lasted for an unforgettable three seconds. When I opened my eyes, his were still closed. Good work, Abby.

      “Abby to Dom: wake up.”

      “Huh?”

      The elevator doors opened. “Come on,” I said, flashing him a smile.

      “Why are you grinning like that?”

      “Eh, looked like you were under a spell for moment.”

      “Oh, is that so? I’m the one under a spell?”

      I held up a finger and mimicked wrapping a string around it.

      He reeled back in dramatic fashion. “Oh, is that what you think? If you ask me, I think it’s the other way around.” He leaned in a bit and whispered, “I wasn’t the aggressive one back there.”

      “No, you were the shy boy who didn’t know what to do and needed a woman to show you how it was done.”

      “You’re right.” This time he leaned too close, forgetting the rules. I stuck my index finger right into his chest and backed him off. It was his turn to be left wanting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      I had barely set foot inside our Victorian when Lucy came barreling at me. She had both hands stretched out in front as she squealed, “Moommmyyy!”

      When the plane had landed, I had put a call into Po Po to let her know I was on US soil but had to make a stop at the office before heading home. I knew she would spill the beans to Lucy. I didn’t mind though. In Lucy’s world, days tended to blend together. She really didn’t know how long I had been gone—only that I wasn’t there.

      I dropped to my knees with open arms and waited for Lucy, who was unable to slow down completely before impact. She crashed into me, nearly knocking me over. But oh did it feel so good to have her in my arms. I didn’t even mind her shouting, “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, you’re home!” at the top of her lungs, causing painful, temporary deafness in my left ear. I smothered her with quick kisses all over her face, which set off the giggles. She begged me to stop, but I increased my sweet pecks until we fell to the floor, both out of breath and laughing.

      “Good to have you home.”

      I looked up and saw Po Po standing there with a dishcloth in one hand and a ladle in the other. She picked up my suitcase and moved it out of the doorway, closing the door behind her.

      “Hi, Po Po. It’s good to be home. Everything okay around here?”

      “Everything fine. No problems. You hungry? I made jok.” She then turned around and headed into the kitchen.

      I lay on my back while little Lucy sat on top of me and played with my hair. She had been asking me a series of questions, not really waiting for an answer on any particular one. I tried to answer the questions that wouldn’t lead into a series of whys. I had been wrong to think I could pull it off.

      Lucy and her curiosity followed me into the kitchen and sat in the chair next to me. Po Po placed a bowl of the rice porridge in front of me. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the familiar smell hit my nose. My mother used to make a fresh pot of jok every Sunday, and by Tuesday it was always gone. Her version required dried orange peels to give it that citrus bite, which I could never taste, but boy did I hate biting into them. Blech! Thankfully, my mother-in-law didn’t follow the same recipe. I dug in and, between bites, answered Lucy’s questions.

      “I have more pictures for you, Lucy. Go get Mommy’s purse.”

      She returned with my bag, and I took out my phone and gave it to her. She proceeded to “ooh” over the other jungle pictures I had taken. I then retrieved a bracelet that one of the women in the village had fashioned for me for the ceremony and gave it to Lucy. Her “ooh” turned into a “wow!” as she modeled it on her wrist for Po Po and me.

      “Did Ryan get upset that I wasn’t here when he left for camp?” I asked while I blew on a spoonful of the rice porridge before placing it in my mouth.

      Po Po waved off the notion. “He was fine. He so excited to go.”

      I figured as much, but I couldn’t help but think he kept count of all the times I had failed to be there. Sadly, it had already been a week and a half since Ryan had shipped off for camp. He’d been able to hitch a ride with a friend to the bus pickup area near Pier 39. I should have been there waving goodbye along with all the other parents.

      I had signed him up for a three-week program, so I knew he would be home soon. In another positive, I was home just in time to attend Family Day at the camp, which was the very next day. It was the only time parents and siblings were invited to visit. Even though I was exhausted, nothing would keep me from making that trip—not even the FBI. They could live without me for one day.

      That evening, Lucy and I kept busy by making wontons and gau gee from scratch, something I had loved doing with my mother when I was young. Lucy was an excellent folder of the wonton wrapper. My plan was to rise early and fry them up before we left. Po Po was busy preparing her special house noodles. The camp encouraged parents to pack a picnic on the day they visited. We were making preparations for Ryan’s favorite foods: noodles and dim sum. Also in the making were har gow, siu mai, spare ribs, hot and spicy wings, and pot stickers. We also planned to pick up a few char siu bao from Chinatown before leaving. You know how it is when you haven’t seen your kid in a while. Somehow, you believe they’ve been starving, and it’s your job to stuff them full for the coming winter.

      The drive to Yosemite took us three and a half hours; luckily, we had Lucy entertaining us with her singing for most of the trip. She sang the first verse of She’ll Be Coming ‘Round the Mountain and nothing more. We arrived at a little after ten in the morning, at the same time as most of the other families. The parking lot was total chaos, but eventually, we found a spot.

      When we located Ryan, we saw a whole different side of him that we’d never seen before. He had a permanent smile on his face and a tan, of all things. I had never seen him with color in his skin. From the moment we came together, he couldn’t stop telling us about all the things he had done and learned so far at camp. The counselors gave the families a guided tour of the grounds before turning everyone loose for lunch. We were told to meet at the outdoor stage at 2:00 p.m. where an hour-long performance by all the kids would take place. The rest of the day, until five, had been designated as free time.

      During lunch, I had to keep reminding Ryan to eat. He had been so engrossed in his storytelling and making sure he left nothing out that he kept forgetting to put food in his mouth. Not once had I seen this sort of enthusiasm from him in anything. It made me feel happy for him. When it looked like he was about to take a breather to finish off some wings, I spoke up.

      “Remember this?” I removed a necklace from my purse and held it out to him.

      His eyes exploded to their widest points. “Oh, yeah! The hunters made this, right?”

      “Yup. That’s a tooth from a black caiman.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “It’s a type of crocodile.”

      “No way! Thanks, Abby,” he said, throwing his arms around me. He then draped the necklace around his neck and proudly puffed out his chest. The whole family gave him a round of applause. “You look like one of them,” I said.

      After eating, I felt like a bloated whale though my taste buds were thanking me for the wonderful bounty.

      We watched Ryan’s performance—they reenacted Lewis and Clark’s expedition. After that, we spent the rest of the afternoon by the lake and met some of Ryan’s new friends before piling into the car to head back to the city. I told Ryan I would pick him up at the drop-off point by the wharf in a week and a half. We said our goodbyes and hunkered down for our drive home.

      Lucy fell asleep in the backseat mid-song about fifteen minutes down the road. Po Po and I exchanged relieved smiles. We had heard enough about that woman coming around that mountain during the three-and-a-half-hour ride on the way up.

      When I parked outside our home, Lucy was still asleep, whistling out of her stuffed nose. Po Po had experienced the head nods for the last hour but did her best to stay up with me. I appreciated that. It was past both of their bedtimes. My eyes also felt heavy, and I didn’t survive much longer after putting Lucy down.

      It felt like minutes, but hours had passed before my cell phone rang and ruined my date with Mr. Sandman. The caller ID told me it was Reilly.

      “Abby Kane here.”

      “Abby, Elan Ortega was right.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s gotten worse.”
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      Earlier in the day, Vega had put a call in to his lieutenants and told them to start preparing for that night. There were two gangs that prevented him from taking over the Mission neighborhood and claiming it as his territory. He planned on annihilating one of them. If all went as planned, the gang’s entire leadership would be exterminated, something Vega had once thought wasn’t possible.

      El Caos was the gang Vega wanted to put down. They claimed most of the south side of the Mission. The largest concentration of the gang lived in an area bordered by 25th and 20th Avenues and Folsom and Portelo Avenues. This would make it easy for Vega’s men to target most of the leadership, but it also made it dangerous because his men could easily be surrounded. That predicament was what had prevented him from making a move on them in the past.

      When Vega returned to his gang’s hangout near Hunters’ Point, his second in command, Elduardo “Chupa” Jiminez, had good news for him. Word had spread that the leadership of El Caos were meeting tonight for a celebration of the gang’s birth.

      “It’s true,” Chupa confirmed. “We have eyes near the location, and they said it looked like they were getting ready for a party.”

      “Tonight we strike.”

      “Time to take those pendejos down. When should our soldiers meet?”

      “They are not needed. Tell no one for now.”

      Chupa watched a wry smirk appear on Vega’s face. “I don’t understand.”

      “You, me, and a special weapon is all that’s needed.”

      Don Vega said nothing more to his trusted lieutenant, leaving him to wonder how the two of them could succeed.
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        * * *

      

      Two white vans pulled up on the western side of Garfield Park a little after midnight. Across the green landscape was Treat Street, ground zero for the El Caos gang. Following closely behind was a black SUV with Zapata, Vega and Chupa inside.

      “There,” Chupa pointed, “the white house.”

      The lights were on, and there were about seven men hanging out on the porch and the stairs leading to the front door. Zapata ordered the first van to survey the house. He wanted a better assessment of how many gang members might be inside. A few minutes later, the van returned, and Zapata’s phone rang. There were maybe twenty to thirty men inside the house plus the seven outside.

      Both vans held the gang of men who had attacked the bank—fourteen, including Malcolm.

      Zapata had refused to enlist more when Vega asked—mostly because he didn’t take orders, but also because he wanted to know how they would fare against armed gang members. If they were successful, he knew he would be able to distribute MZ-1 to gangs all over the U.S. in exchange for their cocaine business. If all went as planned, he would have a monopoly on the drug trade. And maybe he could break out from under his boss. If nothing else, it should be entertaining.

      Zapata exited his vehicle and walked over to the second van. The side door slid open, and Malcolm exited.

      “Are you ready to show these men what you are capable of?”

      “I’m hoping you’ve arranged a challenge worth my time.”

      Malcolm turned to ready his men. Within seconds the group had taken off on foot, crossing the poorly lit park. Like shadows, they slipped around trees and park benches as they zeroed in on the house. The men on the porch didn’t suspect a thing as they tilted back forties of beer. A chubby one stood up and drained his bottle. He turned to the sidewalk and took aim at the trashcan near the bottom of the steps when out of the darkness came a shirtless man moving with incredible speed. Large, bounding strides carried him up the steps. Before the confused gang member could gasp, the man was upon him, riding him down and sending his head crashing into a cement banister, where it emitted a loud thunk that reverberated in the bellies of the others. They turned around in time to face their own attackers. Malcolm picked himself up off the gang member as a pool of blood formed under the young man’s head. Focused on the front door, he flashed an evil grin and ran forward.
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      By the time I got to 26th Street in the Mission, the block had been cordoned off at both ends, and a tangle of black-and-whites had taken over the street. Red and blue lights lit up the faces of the looky-loos who had gathered in great numbers. As I walked farther into the hive, I noticed multiple vans from the medical examiner’s office. A high body count—that’s the attraction.

      I flashed my badge at the two young uniforms on crowd control and slipped by without incident. A few seconds later, I heard my name and spotted Reilly waving at me.

      “Thanks for getting here fast.”

      “It’s my job. What happened here?”

      “A massacre. We counted twenty dead. Five are injured, two in critical condition.”

      That number sent shivers throughout my body. “How?”

      “Follow me; there’s something I want you to see.”

      I kept in step with Reilly as we headed up the steps of the old Victorian. The overwhelming smell of iron punctuated my nostrils as I tiptoed my way around pools of thickening blood. Forensics hadn’t finished their investigation, so the bodies still lay where they fell. I counted six before we got through the front door.

      Once inside, Reilly made an immediate right into a sitting room with a large picture window that faced the street. “There,” he said pointing to body on the floor. “Take a look.”

      I knelt down and pulled back the sheet. “He looks familiar.”

      “He’s one of the men from the bank heist.”

      “That’s it,” I said, snapping my fingers.

      “First a bank. Now a gang. What’s Zapata’s motive?”

      I stood up and brushed my hands off out of habit. “Looks like he’s testing what his gang of mutants is capable of.”

      “They’re a formidable force.”

      I turned toward the direction of the familiar voice and watched Cabrera make his way down the stairs.

      “It’s a slaughterhouse up there,” he said, motioning with his head.

      “Any others I should look at?” I asked.

      “Nah, just the one. If the same group of men attacked this gang, well, that’s about ten or fifteen against twenty-five hardened gang members. Losing one is a great ratio.”

      “It’s a spooky ratio,” I added. “Do we have an ID?”

      Reilly shook his head. “Not yet, but we’re working on it. We had a few positive hits from the bank footage. Some of the officers from the Tenderloin precinct recognized the men involved with the heist. They’re talking up their contacts to see what the word is on the street.”

      I looked around at the bodies that littered the floor. This can’t be far from what a battlefield looks like after an ambush.

      “According to SFPD, this street gang is called El Caos and is not affiliated with the Colombians. Most of them are Hondurans,” Reilly continued.

      “Why a gang?” Cabrera asked as he walked around a body. “They may not buy in bulk, but they’re an important part of the distribution pipeline.”

      “My best guess is that Zapata showcased MZ-1 for another street gang and used their enemy, El Caos, as the example.”

      “If that’s true, it’s an impressive way to get them to pay attention,” Cabrera said.

      “But what does Zapata get out of it?” Reilly asked.

      I turned to him. “If they want to create their own army of fighters, they have to buy his cocaine.”

      “He’s looking to set up a monopoly.”

      “Exactly.”
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      Malcolm and his men had been on the run for close to two hours. He had only a vague idea where he was and hadn’t yet decided what to do. He had already lost a few of his men when they decided to choose their own paths. He didn’t blame them. Their situation had become frantic. But that blame could not be put on Malcolm; Zapata held that responsibility.

      Right after he and his men had wiped out the El Caos gang, they sprinted back across the park to where the vans were. Only the vans weren’t there. Thinking maybe he had misunderstood the pickup point, he lead his men around the entire park to see if a van waited in another location. It was then Malcolm realized they had been abandoned. With distant sirens closing in, they had to get out of the area. Fast.

      For the next couple of hours, he led his men down dark alleyways, along side streets and through small parks—anywhere they could stay out of sight. The chilly San Franciscan temperatures had no effect on the men, who were still running high on their adrenaline rush. Malcolm knew the worst would be determined when the men came down off their highs and returned to a more normal state. His own knuckles were bloody and raw from the bashing they had given, but the pain didn’t bother him. He never noticed.

      The men he had lost earlier headed in a direction different than Malcolm had wanted to go—deeper into the city. Malcolm, on the other hand, had other plans and headed in the opposite direction.

      Malcolm held his arm out, stopping his men under a low-hanging tree that encroached on the sidewalk and masked their presence. It also helped that the moon that night had been a sliver of itself. Had anyone noticed them, surely a call to the police would have been in order. He looked over his men and noticed some were still carrying the steel pipes used in the attack. He quickly ordered them to toss the bloody weapons down a nearby gutter.

      During the trips to the bank and to tonight’s location, Malcolm had noted every detail, from signs to landmarks to landscape. He even noted the miles traveled with a simple glimpse at the odometer. By his calculations, they were close.

      He and his men left the overhang of the tree’s branches and crossed an empty lot until they reached a drainage ditch. From there, they traversed the cement river, which sported barely a trickle, for a hundred feet or so. It ran parallel to the main highway and did the job of keeping them out of sight.

      When Malcolm spotted the familiar yellow arches sitting on top of a tall steel pole, he led his men out of the ditch and onto the access road near the highway. Moving as quickly as possible, as they were now visible to the odd car still out in the early morning, they made a right and then a left and finally another right before they stopped at the entrance to a quiet cul-de-sac. A corner of his mouth widened, creating that grin again.

      He led his men down the street, past houses whose inhabitants were unaware of the danger roaming outside their locked doors. But Malcolm wasn’t interested in them. No, no, no. His focus was on the walled enclosure at the end of the street, the building no longer hidden behind the thin layer of fog that drifted through the neighborhood—the safe haven where one Faro Zapata lay his head.
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      For the second time in one night, my phone jerked me out of my beauty sleep. My hand flopped around on the night table near my bed until it found the familiar shape. A quick look at the screen revealed that it was Reilly calling again. It was a little past six in the morning though it didn’t feel like it.

      “Kane speaking,” I answered in the best non-groggy voice I could muster.

      “Sorry for the wake-up call, Abby, but we got a tip on Zapata’s location.”

      Hearing that name brought all my senses back online. “How?”

      “SFPD caught one of the men who attacked the gang last night. It took eight of them to bring him down, and he still sent one to the hospital. Long story short, their interrogation revealed a facility in south San Francisco. We think Zapata’s hiding out there.”

      “Where’s this guy now?”

      “He’s been moved to the high-security ward up at San Quentin. Look, I want you and Cabrera to go along on the raid at the facility. If Zapata’s there, I want the Bureau handling all the questioning, not SFPD.”

      “Understandable. I’ll get in contact with Cabrera.”

      “Oh, and Abby, take the scientist. I want a visual confirmation as soon as possible.”

      I put a call in to Cabrera and told him I would meet him at his hotel. The three of us could then head over to the precinct of the South San Francisco Police Department which had jurisdiction over the area where the suspected facility was located.

      I then spent the next fifteen minutes using a hot shower to wash away whatever lingering sleepiness I still had. On my way out, I checked on little Lucy, who was still sound asleep. She didn’t have to get up until later for her summer daycare program. It was half a day, three times a week, and it gave Po Po a break from watching her while I was at work. I gave Lucy a quick hug and kiss, and she responded with a mumble and turned her face into her pillow.

      Downstairs, Po Po had already started her routine of morning pancakes. Since our move to the States, she had become addicted to Bisquick and always made way more than we could ever manage to eat. It was also a bit too early to be cooking since Lucy wouldn’t be up for at least another half hour, but I knew the real reason. It ensured that she would be the one making breakfast and not me. And the battle over who mothers best continues. Whatever. Things will be back on track once I wrap up this investigation. I picked up a blueberry silver dollar and popped it in my mouth.

      “I see you’ve already made enough to feed two families.”

      “You sit and eat,” she said.

      “I can’t,” I managed between bites. “I got this thing.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Always something.”

      “It’s my job.” I filled a few plastic baggies with the chewy morsels and slipped them into my purse before heading out. No sense in letting them go to waste.
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        * * *

      

      I smiled at the officer outside Elan’s door and handed him a baggie of warm pancakes along with a small coffee I had picked up in the lobby. “There’s no syrup, but the blueberries make up for it.”

      “Thanks, Agent.”

      “No prob. Is he up?” I motioned to the door.

      “I think so. I heard some movement.”

      A few seconds after I knocked, Elan opened the door.

      “Agent Kane, it’s good to see you.”

      He had bed head and was still in sleepwear.

      “May I come in?”

      “Yes, yes, of course.”

      I handed him a coffee and a baggie. “It’s your breakfast. Eat up.”

      He smiled and nodded his thanks before taking a sip of the coffee. “What’s the news?” he asked between chews. “I feel so isolated here, not knowing what’s going on.”

      “We have a lead on Zapata’s whereabouts. SFPD is organizing a tactical team, and we plan on hitting the location ASAP. I want you to come along for visual confirmation. It’s important to know if we have the right man so we can interrogate him immediately.”

      Elan stopped chewing and nodded slowly while looking away.

      “Don’t worry, Elan. We’ll protect you. You’ll be safe.”

      His eyes focused back on me. “I hope you’re right.”
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      It was a little past eight in the morning when we arrived at the secured compound at the end of the cul-de-sac. “Cul-de-sac” in this case was really a euphemism for “dead end on a long street.” There were a few small businesses, but the buildings near our target were empty. Most of the residential buildings were near the beginning of the street. It was an odd neighborhood that seemed to be in the middle of a zoning shift. The area was still fairly quiet, and the few neighbors who were in the process of getting into their cars were intercepted and ushered back into their homes.

      I parked my car up the block, away from the building in question and next to a couple of SFPD patrol cars and the officers who were assigned to secure the perimeter. Before exiting, I looked at Elan. “Stay put. Do not leave this vehicle. Understood?”

      He nodded.

      I had been adjusting my flak jacket when Cabrera arrived in his rental and parked behind my vehicle. He’d insisted on driving himself, and I didn’t care enough to question. I opened my trunk and threw him a jacket. “Here you go. I always keep a spare.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “You taking that?” he asked, motioning to a Remington 870 shotgun I also kept in the trunk.

      “It’s all yours. It’s got six in the mag and one in the chamber.”

      I double-checked my weapon and tucked an extra mag in my jacket before we joined up with the rest of the team.

      A few minutes later, the SWAT tactical team breached the front gate. In seconds, they had snipped their way through the chain link fence and were moving across the property.

      At the front door, Cabrera and I stacked up behind the team as they readied themselves for a ballistic breach after determining that a battering ram wouldn’t do the job. A member of the team moved into position with a twelve-gauge shotgun and took aim near the doorknob. He fired twice then kicked the door open.

      The team filed into the warehouse like a black centipede. When Cabrera and I entered, we were surprised to find the team still near the entrance. A quick look around revealed why: on the floor were seven or eight bodies lying in pools of blood. The lights in the facility were off, so visibility wasn’t that great. The only natural light came through the front door and a few large windows near the top of the twenty-foot ceilings. From where we stood, three corridors branched out, each lined with offices that rose no higher than ten feet. Above that was open space.

      “Move it! Let’s clear this place,” the team leader called out.

      But before anyone could take a step, a loud screeching noise echoed through the building.

      “What the hell was that?” I heard someone say.

      Heads swung from side to side as eyes searched for the source. Confused red dots crisscrossed over the white walls looking for a target. Again the inhuman sound rang out, only closer this time.

      Suddenly, a slapping sound could be heard coming from the central hallway. It grew louder with each slap until a man emerged from the darkness, sprinting directly toward us with his arms out in front, eyes wide open and that high-pitched shrill exploding from his mouth.

      The dots trained themselves on his bare chest. A beat later, hot lead tore through his torso, knocking him off his feet and leaving him motionless. The screams continued, however, as more men attacked us from every direction. Some were moving along the ceilings of the offices and jumping down. I watched two of them land directly on a SWAT team member, taking him right down to the floor and quickly initiating a fist-flailing beat down.

      The place had suddenly gone from controlled entry to ultimate chaos. SWAT members were firing in a slew of directions while what seemed like an endless supply of attackers barreled down on us. They had darkness and the high ground on their side, making our group of heavily armed men easy pickings.

      With only my standard issue Glock 22 out in front of me, I cursed that I hadn’t armed myself with heavier firepower. I looked to my side where Cabrera was, only he wasn’t there. He had disappeared. Damn!

      I knew that, at any second, I could be surprised by one of these men, so I quickly backed toward a wall to eliminate a surprise attack from behind. What I wasn’t counting on, though, was the one from above. No sooner had I turned toward the direction of the loud scream than one of the men leapt from the ledge of an office. He grabbed hold of a pipe that ran directly over me and propelled himself through the air.

      I raised my gun in hopes of squeezing off a round, but it was too late. In one fell swoop, he backhanded my weapon out of my hands and took me to the ground. He quickly straddled my chest and used his knees to pin down my arms. He leaned in close with his mouth open and his teeth bared. His hot breath reeked of spoiled meat. I kicked my legs about, but it did nothing to help my situation. I felt like I had been glued to the ground. He grabbed hold of my mouth with his left hand and held it still. I looked away for a moment but then turned back, realizing he looked familiar. The man on top of me was Malcolm.

      He squeezed harder, testing my pain threshold. It felt as if he were slowly twisting my jaw out of its socket. I tried to twist out from under him, but he was too heavy, and I had started to tire. Breathing had become a chore due to his weight on my chest. He further dug his knees into my arms, the numbness spreading. I was in big trouble. Surely if he wanted to kill me, he could have done it by that point, but he hadn’t. That was an opportunity I needed to take advantage of. Through my gritted teeth, I spoke his name.

      His head jerked to the side a tiny bit.

      Had he understood me? “Malcolm… stop.”

      Inquisitive. That’s how I would describe his eyes. I had bought myself time.

      He squinted at me. “How do you know my name?” he asked in a deep voice.

      “Elan. I’m friends with him.”

      The corners of his mouth rose, and his lips thinned a bit. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not. He’s here in San Francisco. I flew him here from Colombia just a few days ago.”

      For the first time since he had pounced on me, I felt the pressure from his grip relax. I had begun to turn the corner with Malcolm. I had to keep him talking if I wanted to live.

      “I can take you to see him.”

      Malcolm said nothing but stared deep into my eyes. His pupils were so dilated, his eyes were completely black. It was a creepy sight.

      “Let me go, Malcolm.”

      His mouth opened, but nothing came out. Had he reconsidered his response? Seconds felt like minutes as I waited for an answer that appeared to be sitting on the edge of his tongue. And then his mouth closed. A smile stretched across his face, and he said, “You lie.”

      His eyebrows narrowed, and I felt his body tense up as his grip tightened around my mouth. He raised his right arm and balled his hand. Spit formed at the corners of his mouth as he took one last deep breath. His body shook with ferocity. And down came his fist, like a missile.
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      My eyes wouldn’t shut. My face remained locked, unable to turn away, like I had a sick need to watch his fist speed toward my head. I braced for impact.

      Instead of a crushing blow, a blur of movement flashed before my eyes. Suddenly, Malcolm was no longer on top of me. Where did he go? What happened? Multiple booming shots rang out above me. I balled my tiny frame in an effort to protect myself. Who had fired the shots? Had I been hit?

      Four, five, six, seven blasts until I heard the familiar click of an empty magazine. And then I felt a slight squeeze on my arm. I looked up and saw Cabrera kneeling next to me. “Are you okay?”

      My mind started to function, and I slowly realized what had happened. I looked over to the side and saw a motionless Malcolm. His torso was riddled with holes, and blood seeped from each one, forming a pool around him. His eyes were still open, staring back at me.

      “Abby, are you hurt?”

      Cabrera rolled me over onto my back, and I managed a smile. “I had it under control.”

      He gave me a tight smile back. “Yeah, it looked that way. Come on; let’s get out of here.” He helped me to my feet.

      There was still frantic movement and shouting in the warehouse. I spied a few more bodies on the warehouse floor. None appeared to be any of our men. Another shot rang out from further back in the facility.

      “This way.” Cabrera led me out the front door as quickly as I could move.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Zapata’s army ambushed us. They came at us from every direction possible. It was chaotic at first, but we turned the tide pretty quickly.”

      More gunshots rang out.

      “Sounds like there’s still a fight in there.”

      Cabrera sat me down on the curb outside the gates of the compound. “There are a few still loose, but I think they have it under control.”

      I squinted at him as my eyes were still adjusting to the sun. “Where did you go? One minute you were next to me. The next…”

      “I was about to ask you the same question. Right after we heard screaming, I suddenly had one of them in my face, and I had to fight him off. As soon as I could, I looked for you. Thank God I found you when I did.”

      “That was Malcolm.”

      “Huh?”

      “On top of me. That one was Malcolm. I recognized him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I spoke to him. I called him by his name and told him I knew Elan.”

      Cabrera sat next to me. “What did he say?”

      “Not much, but he understood. He thought I was lying, but he was totally lucid and knew exactly what I was saying. I thought I would get through.” I rubbed my jaw. It was tender.

      “There’s some redness, but it suits you.”

      I smiled. “That’s the look I was going for.”

      I looked down the street to where I had parked my car. “Let’s check on Elan.” We found him still inside, shaking. I explained to him what had happened.

      It didn’t take much longer for SWAT to hunt down the remainder of Zapata’s army and deem the warehouse clear. As soon we heard the word, the three of us headed right back in.

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to go in there?” Elan asked nervously.

      “It’s safe,” I said.

      “There are bodies in there,” Cabrera added, “but I’m assuming you’ve seen stuff like that before, considering your work.”

      Though harsh, Cabrera’s remark wasn’t exactly uncalled for. It’s not like Elan was the innocent one in this mess.

      Malcolm’s body had not been covered. It was a bit alarming, even for me, to see him on the floor.

      “That’s Malcolm.” Elan bent down near his body and looked at his face.

      “How does he look?”

      Elan looked up at me. “Aside from dead, he looks like I remember him. Nothing about his physicality has changed. It would have helped if he were alive and I could speak to him.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. He was trying to kill Abby, so we didn’t have a lot of options.”

      Elan stood and walked over to another body, studying it.

      “Come on, Elan. You can look at them later. We need to know if Zapata is here.”

      As we walked down the corridor, we quickly realized the place was a fully operational lab. There were observation rooms and even lodgings for the staff that worked there—except the staff members were all dead.

      “It appears that Señor Zapata had others continuing my work.”

      “It looks like the workers were attacked by Malcolm and his men. Any ideas, Elan?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know why they would attack them unless they were ordered to.”

      We checked every single body we found. So far, Elan had pegged none of them as our guy. Toward the rear of the building, where the majority of the staff quarters were, one stood out. It had been filled with amenities the others had lacked and was much larger, plus this one had a headless body lying in the bed.

      “Is that Zapata?” I asked.

      “Hard to tell,” Elan said. “The body seems to look about right, but without the head…”

      I looked around me. “Well, it’s got to be around here some⁠—”

      “Found it.”

      We turned and saw Cabrera looking inside a small fridge.

      Elan peeked around him and nodded. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “Great,” I said with a sigh. “The two people we most needed alive are dead.”

      “Does it matter?” Cabrera asked. “We’ve shut down his operation here. Everyone’s dead and for reasons that will most likely remain unknown.”

      “You’re right, except we don’t know if he’s shared the MZ-1 recipe with someone else. My gut tells me he has.”

      “Look, a safe.” Cabrera walked toward a dim corner of the room “I bet the recipe is in there.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Elan said.

      “What do you mean?” Cabrera asked as he kneeled next to the metal container and checked the handle.

      “Señor Zapata doesn’t have the correct recipe. He never did.”

      Cabrera stood. His hands were out in front of him, palms up. “How did he keep Malcolm and his men going?”

      “He had to be using the leftover product we created back in Mitú.”

      “How can you be sure?” I asked.

      “Because he’s missing the one ingredient my brother and I memorized.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop!”

      I held my hand up in an effort to silence Elan. He had been a second away from casually telling us that missing ingredient. Thankfully, it was enough to get him to keep his mouth shut. Plan B would have been a slap to the face.

      “So you’re telling me you never wrote down the entire recipe?” Cabrera inquired.

      “No. We had to have a built-in safety precaution in the event things got out of control.”

      “Weren’t you worried what might happen if Zapata found out you gave him a bogus list?”

      “They only way he would discover that was if something went wrong—which it did. In that case, the security measure would kick in—which it did.”

      “Well, I, for one, am glad you had the foresight. But why didn’t you tell us?” I said shifting my weight to one leg.

      Elan smiled and tilted his head. “That would have defeated the purpose.”

      I looked at Cabrera who looked slighted by the whole revelation. “There’s no reason to tell. Zapata’s dead. So are the technicians here and even the ones back in Mitú. Think about it. Anyone who had contact with it is dead. And if they’re not, they saw an incomplete list.”

      “Yeah.” Cabrera nodded as he mulled over what I had said.

      I looked back at Elan. “Does anybody know what you and your brother did?”

      “Well, Adrianna knew, but…”

      I reached out and gave Elan a comforting squeeze to his arm.

      Cabrera stared absently at the floor when he spoke. “There is one other thing: the slaughter of that gang.”

      “What are you talking about?” Elan asked, looking back and forth between us.

      I quickly brought him up to speed on the massacre in the Mission. “Based on what we know, we have to assume Zapata showcased the drug to them.”

      “But as I told you earlier, Señor Zapata didn’t have the correct recipe. Even if he did sell it to them, it won’t work.”

      “They could come after you though,” Cabrera added.

      “I doubt they know he exists,” I countered.

      “We can certainly take that chance if you’re comfortable with that,” Cabrera said, pointedly.

      He had a point: we had no idea what discussion they’d had. Seeing what the drug can do could be enough to have them come after Elan, and word would surely spread about what had happened here. “That’s that then. We’ll continue with our plan of moving you into the witness protection program. You’ll disappear and be safe.”

      “The sooner the better,” Elan said.

      Once outside, Cabrera offered to take Elan back to the hotel. I knew Reilly would want an immediate debriefing, and therefore, I didn’t argue and headed back to the office.

      I spent the next hour or so typing the rest of my report before my debriefing with Reilly. We talked for forty minutes, at which time he came to the conclusion I expected: that the FBI had concluded their investigation into the death of Agent Riggs. Any loose ends or further investigation into MZ-1 would be the responsibility of the DEA.

      With his blessing, I headed home for some much needed rest. My body hurt, and my mind was exhausted. My jaw still ached. The medics had looked me over at the warehouse and said I had deep bruising. I popped four Advils and called it a day.

      By the time I got home, it was a little after lunch. Po Po had recently put Lucy down for a quick nap after her daycare got out at one.

      “What happen to your face?” Po Po asked when she saw me walk through the front door.

      “I’m fine. It’s only minor bruising.”

      She pointed to the couch. “Sit. Sit. I fix you some jok.”

      “No, no, I’m not hungry. I’m going to lie down for bit.”

      On my way up the stairs, I thought briefly about taking a bath, but my body steered me straight to my comfy bed. I had enough energy to strip down before falling flat on my face.
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      I awoke to soft mumbling. Sitting on the bed next to me, braiding my hair, was my little girl. When she saw me looking at her, she drew a sharp breath and shook with excitement. “Mommy, you’re up.”

      “Yes, I am.” I was still lying on my stomach, my hands tucked under a pillow that swallowed half my face. I slowly stretched and flipped over on my back. A tiny squeak found its way out of my mouth before a long yawn was over. The crinkle of paper near my left arm caught my ear. I plopped my hand around the comforter until I came up with a handful of candy wrappers. Lucy had found my stash of the small Ghirardelli chocolate squares. “What time is it?” I asked.

      “It’s o’clock in the ‘ferternoon.”

      Lucy meant to say late afternoon, which meant I overslept. The low light coming through my window was also a good indicator. I grabbed my phone off my night table. The clock read 5:18 p.m. Sheesh. I also had a text message from Cabrera. He wanted to have dinner later. Hmmm?

      I propped myself up on my elbows and looked around the room. Both my head and my body felt rested, and I didn’t feel any pain in my jaw.

      “I’m all finished, Mommy. You look very pretty.”

      I reached up and felt my hair. Lucy had braided it into a knot. “Thank you, sweetie. Where’s Po Po?”

      “Po Po is watching the TV downstairs.”

      I swung my legs off the bed. “Come on. Let’s go see her.”

      Po Po sat in the recliner, but she wasn’t watching TV. The family that naps together stays together. The glow from the television had begun to take over the room, so I turned on a floor lamp and cleared my throat.

      A beat passed before she opened her eyes. “Oh, you up. I’m watching my programs.” She rocked herself up out of the recliner. “I’ll fix dinner now. I making stir fry vegetables with beef in oyster sauce.”

      I was about to say that it sounded great, because it did, but then I remembered Cabrera’s text. He would be heading back to Bogotá soon.

      “I might have to take a rain check.”

      I stepped outside onto the porch and placed a call to Cabrera.

      “Hey, how are you doing?” He sounded cheerful.

      “I’m doing fine. I napped all afternoon.”

      “Yeah, I caught a few winks myself. So, you up for dinner?”

      We agreed to a time and place—Fanelli’s Deli near Washington Square. They have great takeout meatballs and pasta. I told him we could dine al fresco in the park. The weather was mild out, and the sun didn’t set until almost nine.

      When I walked back inside, Lucy had commandeered the TV, and Po Po was in the kitchen. I poked my head inside. “I’ll be having dinner with a friend tonight, but I’ll eat leftovers tomorrow for sure.”

      The small woman stopped chopping veggies and gave me a familiar look. “Don’t tell me. Tell your daughter.”

      “It’s dinner. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      “She miss you. You home, but you not home.”

      Oh, that hurt. How dare she guilt me? I already felt bad for being out of town. Of course I want to spend time with my daughter but aren’t I allowed to have a life, too? Don’t I deserve some me time? “Fine. I’ll cancel.”

      “I didn’t say to cancel.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      She stopped again. This time she put the large cleaver down and turned to face me. I’d always admired how a woman at her age could easily manhandle such a large instrument. She cocked her head to one side and wiped her hands on her apron. “What would you do if I weren’t here?”

      Did she just say I take advantage of her? “Look, I appreciate all you do. There are times I would be screwed if you weren’t here, and I’m thankful for⁠—”

      “Abby!” She held up her hand. “I know you try. I know you love these two kids more than anything. But you are their mother. Not me.”

      I thought about what she said. Maybe I’d had it all wrong. Maybe there really wasn’t any competition between Po Po and me regarding who was the better parent to the children. Maybe I wasn’t as good as I thought I was, and she was stepping in to fill in the gaps. So not what I wanted to hear. But she’s right. I was their mom, and if I wanted to continue in that role, I needed to be their mom 24/7—not just when it was convenient. I hated that I had to admit there were times that I did take advantage of Po Po. Suddenly I felt like the most selfish woman in the world. I mistook Po Po’s mothering as a sign of competition, when in reality it was a sign that I wasn’t doing enough. I was so caught up in my own insecurities that I failed to see what was really happening.

      I smiled at the fragile woman with the heavy eyelids. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      Once again she held out her hand. “Don’t apologize. Do the right thing.”

      Here was a woman who had more mothering experience in her left pinky than I had all together, and I had chosen to ignore it right from the start. My inclination to think I would be successful at the role of supermom simply because I had success in my career was about as arrogant as it could get. I walked over to Po Po and gave her hug. I like to think of it as our first breakthrough.

      Later, I surprised Cabrera with little Lucy in tow. He took it in stride and was happy to meet her, though she had a terrible time understanding his last name. She kept saying, “Crab Bra.” He loved it and encouraged her.

      We bought dinner at the deli, and while we were there, I introduced Cabrera to the neighborhood dogs: Sala, Fino, and Sata. We then planted our butts down on a blanket in the park. We had a perfect view of St. Peter and Paul Church with a gorgeous sun setting behind it. The North Beach area was always lively at night, and the park was filled with families and couples enjoying the slow sunsets. All along Columbus Avenue, restaurants were awash with hungry patrons. I’d take park dining over sidewalk dining any day.

      We stuffed ourselves with spaghetti and meatballs, a little antipasto and fresh mozzarella with chopped basil and olive oil drizzled over it. A bottle of red helped to wash it all down. Lucy opted for her usual: cheesy lasagna and grape juice.

      After dinner, I let her play with some nearby kids while Cabrera and I enjoyed each other’s company.

      “So I guess you’ll be heading home soon, huh?”

      He smiled at me. “Too soon, but I am still thinking about a move back to the States.”

      I’ll admit, it was comforting to hear him say that again. You know how it is with men; they say all sorts of things. He already had my interest, and he knew it—no need to keep it up if he really wasn’t thinking about doing it. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. I was content watching his broad chest rise.

      “I forgot how nice it is here. It’s peaceful. Idyllic.” He watched Lucy play for a bit before looking back at me.

      I leaned my head into his shoulder. Together, we watched her run around. He seemed to genuinely like her. Another box checked. I know it sounds crazy to think this far down the road, but one has to. A single woman with two kids—we’re a package deal.

      “I guess we’ll never know, will we?”

      I looked up at Cabrera, still internally analyzing his ability to be a good father. “Huh?”

      “The missing ingredient for the drug. Aren’t you curious? I sure as hell am.”

      “Whether I know or not won’t have any effect on any outcome. It’s like having the codes to launch a nuclear strike but not knowing where the controls are. It’s a moot point.”

      “I’d love to know.”

      “Why? It’s not like he invented a cure for cancer.”

      “He invented something.”

      “I’m more concerned with what Elan’s plans are.”

      Cabrera looked down at me. “What do you mean?”

      “He and his brother set out to find a way to improve the human race. That’s how this drug came about. It’s like a Frankensteined version of what Zapata wanted and what they wanted. He could keep working on it, refining it to make it safe, and really benefit people.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. It’s the other outcome that worries me—he continues along the road Zapata had intended.”

      “Elan getting involved with the drugs and gangs? Nah, I don’t see it.”

      “Think about it. His wife and brother were both killed, the two people that mean the most to him. He’s alone in this country. Did it ever dawn on you that he might want revenge?”

      Cabrera jerked his head back. “You think he could go off the deep end?”

      “I don’t want to take the chance.”

      I recounted the conversation I’d had with Reilly earlier that day. “I think Elan could be a risk with the information he holds. If we’re going to let this man remain in the U.S., he needs to be watched. Should something terrible happen, the FBI will be held accountable.” And I don’t want that on my head.

      Cabrera chewed his bottom lip for a moment. His nodding head picked up speed before he answered. “Makes perfect sense. Who knows how stable he is?”

      “Exactly.”
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      As soon as I had put Lucy to bed and had Po Po’s blessing to have the rest of the night off, Cabrera and I headed back to his hotel room.

      The smell of hot sex clung to everything in the room. I had straddled Cabrera, controlling the speed as I rocked back and forth. It was three in the morning, round four had just started, and I was in charge. The first round was fast and hard. The second round we took our time and explored. The third was the variety round where we did it everywhere in the room.

      It had been a long time since I had pulled an all-nighter like this. And when I had, it had been with my late husband. I didn’t grow up with a slew of boyfriends, nor did I have a chance to experiment during the college years. I had none. At that age, I was fresh out of the police academy, trying to prove myself on the streets of Hong Kong. Thankfully, I had a couple of girlfriends whom I lived vicariously through. No man or act was safe from their detailed tell-all. What little sex I did have back then was mostly bad sex. It wasn’t all gloom though. Like I said, Peng introduced me to sleepless nights.

      Sometimes I wish I’d had a time in my life that was like Samantha on Sex and the City, but that definitely wasn’t me. Orgasm? I didn’t have one until I was twenty-seven. Until then, I’d thought something was broken down there. Thankfully, I had the brilliant idea to buy myself a vibrator. I remember that day. I’m sure the neighbors thought someone was dying in my apartment.

      I saw no end to my sexathon with the Colombian heartthrob. Cabrera seemed to have the stamina of a sixteen-year-old without the constant jackrabbit pounding. Don’t get me wrong; there is a time and place for fast and hard. That was round one.

      The sex we were currently having was dominant—my way or the highway. I couldn’t get enough of feeling him inside of me. Curved and rigid, each thrust hit my spot perfectly. “Enough” never crossed my mind. Tired was a distant memory. He had long ago unlocked the floodgates. But what I loved most of all was the way he said my name when he got close. Because of his accent, he distinctly pronounced both Bs in my name like an exaggerated “Ab-by.”

      I collapsed on top of him, unable to move, as we both worked to catch our breaths. I heard his heart thumping away as I snuggled my face into his muscular chest. I dug both arms under him, essentially clamping myself against his body. Mine, all mine! He was the perfect mattress: soft and firm.

      I spied the blue glow emanating from the clock on the night table. The time was fast approaching four in the morning. Cabrera’s breathing had softened, and he hadn’t moved since we’d finished in unison. I peeled myself off of him and gathered my clothes. I was out the door in five minutes.
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      The next day, around ten in the morning, I got word that the Witness Protection Program had made all the arrangements, and Elan’s pickup was scheduled for that day. Once they took custody of him, no one would know his whereabouts, including me. I didn’t have that type of clearance. I still didn’t know how I felt about Elan. Part of me did feel a degree of sadness for all the loved ones he’d lost. However, I also realized that he wasn’t blameless here either. Reilly told me that he had passed on my concerns, that it had been noted in Elan’s file. Noted in his file? What the hell is that supposed to do? Oh well, it was out of my hands.

      Still, I wanted to say goodbye and wish him luck. We had endured a lot together. Maybe if he knew someone cared, he would keep his head on straight. So I slipped out of the office and started the fifteen-minute walk over to the hotel.

      As I rode the elevator up to the eighth floor, I couldn’t help but wonder if Cabrera was awake. He should have been unless I wore him out. I stopped myself from knocking on his door. Might be better to chat with him after I see Elan. I listened for a bit though I didn’t know what I had hoped to hear. Reduced to spying, eh, Abby?

      I continued down the hallway until I got to Elan’s room. I knocked twice and waited. There was no answer, so I tried once more. Again, same response. I put my ear up against the door and listened but heard nothing. Maybe Witness Protection picked him up early.

      I pulled out a hand mirror and checked my hair and lipstick. A quick touch-up to both lips, finished with a puckered kiss, and I was ready to see Cabrera. I adjusted my jacket as I walked over to his door. That morning was chilly due to the fog hanging around longer than normal, so I had worn my black pantsuit to work—my favorite one.

      I gave his door a few knuckle raps while I practiced a bunch of smiles, but he didn’t answer. I tried once more but got the same response. Where the hell is everyone?

      Before I could exit the hotel, a couple of suits with slicked-back hair stopped me in the lobby. One of them looked familiar. He flashed his ID along with a toothy smile; the other couldn’t be bothered.

      “I’m Agent Cummings. We haven’t met, but I’ve seen you around.”

      I shook his hand and agreed with his assessment of our relationship. It all came back to me. He was an agent with the US Marshals Service.

      “This is Agent Blackwell. He’s new to the department. We’re here to pick up your wonder boy. Is he ready?”

      “What are you talking about?” My left eyebrow rose.

      The looks on their faces did a fine job of telling me they thought I was a few leaves short of a tree.

      The same guy continued. “Elan Ortega. He’s scheduled to go into Witness Protection today. We’re his escorts.”

      “I just came from his room. No one answered. I assumed he had already been picked up.”

      We tracked down the hotel manager right away and headed back upstairs. Polite and neatly groomed, the svelte metrosexual led the way down the hall. He didn’t seem nervous, but again, he inquired about our business.

      “Like I said earlier, Mr. Howell, we can’t get into the details.”

      “Of course, I understand. Here we are. Room 812.”

      He knocked then waited a moment before sticking his magnetic card into the slot. The gears inside the handle made a whirring sound before he pushed the handle down and opened the door.

      “Mr. Jones,” he called out politely. Elias Jones was the alias we had given the hotel when we had checked Elan in. I pushed past the manager only to find myself staring at an empty room. His personal effects were still scattered on top of a desk and across an unmade bed.

      “Bathroom’s clear,” Cummings called out. “I don’t understand. I thought someone was on him 24/7?” His shoulders rose and stayed there.

      “Because of recent events, the security detail was pulled as of yesterday,” I answered.

      “You think maybe he went out for a bite or to stretch his legs?”

      I frowned. “Well, he was instructed not to leave his room under any circumstances without an escort, but it is possible.”

      “He got a cell phone?”

      “Confiscated.” I walked into the bathroom and checked his toothbrush. Dry. “Either he’s been gone for a while, or he doesn’t brush his teeth before going out.”

      “It’s obvious that he slept here,” Cummings called out. “Also, no signs of a struggle or anything suggesting a second person was involved.”

      I clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “Wait a minute.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a DEA agent involved, Dominic Cabrera. He’s staying a few doors down the hall. I also checked on him this morning, and he wasn’t in his room. Maybe the two went someplace.”

      “What’s the DEA got to do with this?”

      Realizing the Marshals Service wouldn’t know much about my investigation in Bogotá, I brought them up to speed on the basics to eliminate unnecessary questioning.

      “I’ll put in a call to him.” I dialed Cabrera on my cell and got his voicemail. I shook my head and let out a disappointed breath before leaving a message.

      “You really think our guy is with this agent?”

      “It’s an educated guess.”

      “Give me his number. We’ll try for a GPS location on the phone.”

      I was about to question why but decided against it. The two agents were only doing their job.

      While the Marshals busied themselves, I toyed with the idea of having the manager open up Cabrera’s room. One thing had me moving cautiously: what condition was that room in? What did it smell like? Lastly, would I discover something that could place me there? I didn’t think there was any proof, but I wasn’t sure. No pain, no gain.

      I told the two Marshals I would be back, then asked the manager to follow me. “I need you to let me into Agent Cabrera’s room. Will that be a problem?”

      “No, not at all.”

      This time, he didn’t bother with a polite knock. I heard the familiar whirring sound, and a beat later, he pushed the door open, allowing me to enter first. My initial reaction was that we were in the wrong room. I took two steps back and checked the door number. It was right.

      “Is something wrong, Agent?”

      “No. Just double checking.”

      The room looked as if a maid had serviced it. The bed was tightly made. The pillows were fluffed with that familiar crease down the middle. There was no visible trash, no clothing strewn about. I checked the drawers and the closet; both were empty. There were no toiletries in the sink, no wet towels—even the glass I know I’d drunk water from last night had been returned to its position on the mini bar. The room even smelled lightly fragrant. It was nothing like I had remembered.

      The manager picked up on my puzzled look because he picked up the phone and checked with housekeeping to see if the room had been serviced this morning. He looked at me and shook his head. He then called down to the front desk to see if Cabrera had checked out. “Not to their knowledge,” he told me.

      “Ask about Elias Jones.”

      “Ivy, could you check on a Mr. Elias Jones in room 812… Hmmm… Okay, thank you.” He hung up the phone and straightened up. “I’m sorry.”

      I nodded, still lost in my own thoughts. First, I never got the impression that Cabrera was a neat freak. Where are his things? He hasn’t checked out yet. Secondly, could he be with Elan? I tried his phone once more and got his voicemail.

      The manager cleared his throat. “Will you be requiring any more of my services?”

      Before I could say no, a thought popped into my head. “I’d like to look at footage from the hotel’s security cameras.”
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      The man in charge of loss prevention at the hotel met us in the lobby. Since the two agents from Witness Protection were Federal Marshals and not FBI, we parted ways.

      “We’ll alert you once we have a location on that cell phone,” Cummings said before leaving.

      I turned to the man standing next to me. “Looks like it’s just you and me.”

      “Not a problem,” he smiled. “My name is Earl Compton.”

      I reached out and shook his hand. “Agent Abby Kane.”

      “So, FBI, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, let’s see what we can do to help you.” He turned on his heel and motioned with a wave. “Follow me, please.”

      Compton had a brown, clean-shaven head with a soft shine to it. His walk was authoritative yet relaxed. He was physically fit and had a pleasant smile and professional demeanor that wasn’t uptight. As we walked, one attribute about him stood out above the rest—his likability. The man greeted every hotel staff member we passed, and he knew all their names. In my book, that went a long way.

      He ushered me through a door with a brass sign that read Employees Only. On the other side lived the belly of the hotel: a maze of whitewashed corridors. Room service, engineers, front desk attendants: the corridors were how staff moved around the hotel hidden from the view of guests. We passed a hustle of women chatting each other up as they exited housekeeping with their fully stocked carts, ready to tackle the pigsties left behind. A few more rights and lefts, and I found myself entering an unmarked door that led to a small but functional security office.

      “Welcome to our Control Center.” Compton pointed at a bank of monitors. “We have one hundred thirty-two cameras on the property. Nothing goes on without us knowing about it. Now, what do we want to look at?” Compton’s smile was infectious. I couldn’t help but return his warmth.

      “For starters, the last twelve hours on the eighth floor.”

      “All righty.” Compton ordered one of his men to pull up the footage.

      There were three cameras on the floor: one near the bank of elevators and one at each end of the hallway. I told Compton which rooms were in question and relayed enough about Cabrera and Elan to identify them. To start, we focused on the hallway angle. We fast-forwarded through the footage at a fairly brisk pace, slowing only when a guest appeared in the hallway. A few minutes in, it dawned on me that I would be in this footage. No sooner did I have that thought than I made my entrance.

      But Compton, being the professional, said, “Keep going. The guests we’re looking for are male.”

      Sure enough, at 8:15 a.m., Cabrera could be seen meeting Elan outside his door. “Stop right there. That’s Agent Cabrera and our witness. Could I see the footage of them at the elevators?”

      Compton’s man switched to the other camera angle and pulled up the same time frame. We were able to get a close-up of the two as they waited for the elevators. From what I could see, it was business as usual. They were talking. Both appeared to be in positive moods, and neither looked as if he were being forced to go anywhere. Cabrera had his carry-on luggage with him, which explained why the room was empty. Was he going to leave without saying goodbye?

      I glanced down at my watch; it was near noon. If they had gone out for breakfast, they would have been back long ago. I was puzzled by Cabrera’s actions. Clearly, he knew this was against protocol. Even though our investigation was wrapping up, Elan, for all intents and purposes, was still a witness for the FBI and under our protection. Cabrera should have known better.

      Compton escorted me back through the corridor maze to the lobby. “If there’s anything else I can do to help, let me know.” He handed me his business card.

      “Thanks. And the footage?”

      “Screenshots and video of the two men in question will be emailed to you ASAP.”

      “I appreciate your cooperation.”

      I knew my next call needed to be to Reilly, but I hesitated. It’s not like some stranger had wandered off with our witness. It was Cabrera. He was a DEA agent and my partner in this investigation. To make matters worse, I was intimately involved with him. If that got out, explaining it would be, well, a nightmare. I pulled out my phone and dialed.
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      Third time, no charm, and time had run out.

      Dammit, Cabrera. Why aren’t you picking up? I couldn’t hold off reporting Elan’s disappearance to Reilly any longer. He was bound to find out anyway from Witness Protection if he hadn’t already been notified. Man up, Abby. I dialed his number.

      Before I could say a word, Reilly blew up about Elan Ortega missing. Too late.

      “Look, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but let me tell you what I know.”

      “Start talking.”

      I gave him plenty of play-by-play of how I discovered Ortega’s disappearance, Cabrera’s absence, and their departure from the hotel.

      “And you haven’t heard back since?”

      “Nothing. Three calls so far.”

      “What about the footage? I’m told you were looking into that.”

      “I did. I’m walking back to the office as we speak. I can forward the email with screenshots and the video clip now if you want. It shows both of them getting into the elevator together and leaving the hotel. Nothing looks out of place or suspicious.”

      “Forward it.”

      I remained on the phone while he tried to download the footage. I kept a fast pace in case he couldn’t get it to work.

      “Got it. I’m watching it… Any thoughts as to why Agent Cabrera would walk away with our witness?”

      “No, sir. I, uh…”

      “What is it, Abby? Tell me.”

      “Well, this may or may not be something, but Cabrera did confide in me about wanting to find out the missing ingredient for MZ-1.”

      “I’d say that’s something.”

      “Reilly, he’s an agent with the DEA. He’s not some criminal.”

      “Abby, we have a missing witness and video footage showing Agent Cabrera leaving with him. The fact that he mentioned an interest in a recipe for a drug that is responsible for killing close to thirty people in the last few days is all the cause I need. I’m issuing an APB for Cabrera. In the meantime, keep trying to reach him. Don’t let on that we’re officially looking for him.”

      Reilly hung up before I could say anything. It pissed me off when he did that, but I knew better than to call back that time. Pick your battles, Abby. I couldn’t help but wonder if my relationship with Cabrera was screwing with my judgment. Still, my supervisor’s a-hole behavior didn’t help.

      I opened the email that Compton had sent me, and I watched the video footage again, dissecting it for clues. Maybe I had missed something the first time around. Their movements, their actions—it all seemed normal. Could Cabrera really be trying to discover the missing ingredient? And if so, how long does it take before one stops asking and tries something else? I allowed those and other thoughts to stir the pot inside my cranium.

      No sooner had I tucked my phone back into my purse than it started ringing. It was Cabrera calling.

      “Hey, Abby.”

      “Sheesh. Where the hell are you?”

      “I’m on a boat, fishing—a treat to myself before heading back. Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Wrong? You don’t return my calls. Elan is missing, and so were you… Dom, the FBI has an APB out on you.”

      “Wait, you put out an APB on me?”

      “There’s video footage of you two getting into the elevator together.”

      “Yeah, we went out for breakfast. There’s a diner around the corner.”

      “Is Elan with you?”

      “No. After breakfast, I walked him back to the hotel.”

      “To his room?”

      Cabrera paused. “Sorry, I didn’t. I went to the porter’s desk to see if it was okay to pick up my bag in the evening.”

      “Wait, you’re flying back to Bogotá tonight?”

      “I meant to call you. My supervisor called this morning and said to get on the next flight. So I grabbed the latest flight possible, midnight, in hopes that we could fit dinner in. I know it’s not ideal, but duty calls. Plus I knew you had to work today, so I went fishing.”

      See, I knew there was an explanation. “Okay, but you gotta understand how this looks to my guys. Taking Elan out to breakfast, while nice, was a no-no.”

      “So you put out an APB on me?”

      “I didn’t. Reilly did.”

      I explained the morning’s debacle.

      “Well, I can see how it looked that way, I guess, but come on, Abby; you know me, right?”

      “Which is why I waited as long as I could. In fact, Witness Protection clued him in before I even called Reilly. How soon can you get back?”

      “I’m about an hour or so away. Look, I’m sorry I didn’t return your calls. I had my phone turned off and didn’t realize it.”

      “Hurry, okay?”
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      When I got back to the office, I dropped my stuff off at my desk and headed straight into Reilly’s office. He was behind his desk, staring at his laptop. His reading glasses teetered on the bony hump in his nose. He removed them and placed them on the desk before leaning back in his chair. “Have a seat.”

      I wasn’t about to wait for him to attack. I went on the offensive. “Pulling the security detail was your call, a budget call. I agreed with it. It was one day, and there were no threats against his life that we knew of. It wasn’t our intent to solve the case for the DEA—just to consult, and we more than held up our end of the bargain.”

      “Abby, I’m not concerned about the past or what we did or didn’t do or whether or not we followed protocol. I’m concerned about what you’re going to do to find our missing man.”

      “Me? You make it sound like I screwed this up. I didn’t screw up anything. I want to find him as much as you do, but I don’t appreciate the insinuation that I’m responsible.”

      Reilly held steady with his stare. So did I. Seconds felt like hours, but I wasn’t about to be strong-armed into admitting fault. I’d handled plenty of Reillys in my past.

      He relaxed his posture. “I’m sorry if I came across that way.”

      “No offense taken. We both want the same thing.”

      I watched him adjust himself in his chair. Squirm was more like it. I could tell he knew he had crossed the line, but that was as much of an apology as I would receive.

      “Thoughts on our next steps?”

      “Agent Cabrera got back to me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “He called after I got off the phone with you.” I went ahead and relayed what Cabrera had told me.

      “Does he have anyone who can corroborate his story?”

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Reilly wasn’t letting up with Cabrera. It didn’t matter that he was a DEA agent or that we had worked the case together. He regarded him as a suspect.

      “You know, Abby, what I’ve always admired about you was your keen sense to cut through the bullshit. You’re not one to let your emotions sway your ability to do your job.”

      He was right. Truth be told, I, too, had that nagging feeling in my head that Cabrera’s actions weren’t adding up, but I had cut him some slack because of our relationship. I had to start viewing the facts objectively.

      “Is there something going on between you two?”

      Shit! A multitude of answers ran through my head, but none was a standout. Do I deny? Should I clue him in? Before I could babble some sort of vague, safe non-answer, a knock at the door saved me. It was Cummings from Witness Protection.

      “We got a hit on the cell number you gave us.”

      Of course they did. “I spoke with him not too long ago. He’s on his way back to port.”

      “Port?”

      “He said he rented a boat and was fishing up the coast.”

      “Interesting. The number we got a hit on came from a warehouse in Hunter’s Point.”
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      Elan Ortega choked on the cold water he had inhaled as he regained consciousness.

      “Wake up!”

      His head moved around frantically as he searched for the source of the voice. His breathing remained erratic, fueled by fear. His left eye was no good. It had swelled into two hamburger buns with a thin patty between them. It didn’t matter though, because the blinding spotlights directed at him prevented him from seeing much with his right eye in the darkened room. And what little he could see frightened him. Earlier, he watched a scalpel move slowly toward his thigh, but it was the drawn-out anticipation that really got him—the waiting period right before the pain. It was enough to drive a man to tears. It had.

      Both Elan’s arms were tied behind the wooden chair he sat in. His shoulders no longer burned with pain, but instead, they throbbed with a spreading numbness. His mouth had finally stopped bleeding, but the metallic taste still lingered. Sweat seeped into the cuts on his arm and legs, but the burn had lost its effect. Not so for his fingers; he was still aware that each had its nail missing.

      Up to that point, Elan had endured a great deal of punishment. He had no idea it would get worse.

      “Elan…” the voice rang out again, echoing off the hollow shell of walls around him. Metal was his best guess, but he had stopped trying to determine where he was long ago.

      “Do you know it’s possible to beat and torture a man until he develops a threshold to the pain? Yes, yes. I’ve seen it happen myself. In fact, I can tell that you are one of those men. I know what I’m doing to you doesn’t have the same effect it did earlier.”

      Elan could hear his footsteps circling around him, the voice now behind him.

      “But don’t worry, my friend. All is not lost. You see, there is a way to get around this little dilemma. It’s very simple. Want to hear it? Okay. I simply increase the pain. That’s it,” the voice said in amazement. “I take the pain to a higher level. And when you get used to that. I will increase it again. It’s an evil cycle.”

      Elan heard a clap and the sound of two hands rubbing together.

      “Tell me,” the voice said as the speaker got closer.

      Elan could feel the other’s breathing against his own face. He tilted his head back and focused with his right eye. It had begun to swell, but not to the same degree as his left. He stared at the man that Agent Cabrera said didn’t exist, the man he referred to as a myth, made up to keep soldiers in line and to secure loyalties. How could this be? How could the man the locals called El Monstruo also be Agent Cabrera?

      “I’ll never tell you.”

      “I beg to differ.” Cabrera circled the shivering scientist like a shark would before striking its prey. “I remember being in the hotel with your wife. Adrianna was her name? She is, well was, a very pretty woman. Terrible thing to have happened.”

      “Don’t you speak of her,” Elan spat through gritted teeth. “Don’t you dare!”

      Cabrera grabbed the scalpel from the table next to him while he steadied Elan’s head with the other hand. He let out a scream as he fought to shake his head free, but Cabrera was too strong, and the sound of the blade scraping against his own skull was too much.

      When Cabrera finished, he proudly proclaimed that the letter R was complete. “Only two left to complete the masterpiece.” M, O, N, S, T, and R had now been carved into Elan’s forehead. Cabrera was giddy, like a kid with his first art project. He even snapped a photo with his phone.

      “You know, I can always reverse engineer the drug,” he told Elan. “A small sample still exists.”

      “You’ll never succeed. It’ll take years at best. The combinations are in the millions.” Elan forced his voice to sound confident and even managed a chuckle.

      “It’s funny to you, is it? You think you have all the power now because you hold the answer, right?”

      “Tell me, how do you figure it differently? You kill me and for sure the recipe dies. I am in control. I can prove it.”

      In a flash, Cabrera gripped Elan’s throat and squeezed it tightly. “Do not test me, or you will welcome death when I am through with you.”

      When Cabrera let go, Elan sucked in deeply to catch his breath and exhaled in a coughing fit. As soon as he could catch his breath, he rattled off series of words, none of which Cabrera could understand since they were not in English or Spanish. Latin was his best guess.

      “I said twenty words,” Elan announced, sounding pleased with himself. “If I may boldly say, one of them was the correct ingredient. You are so stupid when it comes to the sciences that you can’t even deduce that fifteen of those words couldn’t possibly be the ingredient. Drosophila! Do you know what that is? No, of course not. How silly of me to ask. What about Mangifera indica? I love sweet mangifera indica.” Elan’s cleverness delighted him so much that he failed to see the rage building in Cabrera’s face.

      “Say it again. I dare you to repeat those exact words once more.”

      “But of course.” Again, Elan rattled them off.

      A moment later, he heard his own voice repeating those very same words, followed by a gruff laugh. “Who’s the smart one now?” Again the recording sounded off the words as Cabrera held up his phone.

      Elan let out a puff of breath. “Who cares? You have a recording. You’ll never figure it out. You are no further ahead than where you were before.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that I do not need you.”

      Cabrera bent down and wrapped a chain around Elan’s ankles, securing it tightly with a lock. He then backed into the depth of darkness, out of sight.

      “What are you doing?” Elan cried out fearfully. He heard a switch and then the whirring of an engine. A beat later, the slack in the chains tightened, and yanked his feet out in front of him and lifted him up off the chair. There he swung upside down, dangling from his feet, the chair still trapped between his arms. The pressure from the chain crushed his ankle bones together, causing excruciating pain. Elan screamed louder.

      “That’s it. Let it out. I know it hurts.”

      Cabrera reemerged from the dark and yanked the chair free. Elan’s head stood even with Cabrera’s stomach. “This is perfect.” He grabbed a hold of Elan’s head and carved the last two letters into the man’s forehead.

      Elan continued his cries for help. He contorted his body and jerked from side to side as he desperately tried to shake free. He screamed and screamed until he realized Cabrera had disappeared once again.

      “Where are you? Tell me!”

      Elan struggled to turn himself around as he searched for the madman. He saw no movement and heard no noise save for the twisting of the chains around his ankles. Where could he be? Only Elan’s short, hard breaths could be heard. His torso swung to the right then to the left, but still he could not see El Monstruo. Elan let out a cry and then another, followed by a long wavering howl until the room fell quiet once again. His shifting eyes continually searched until a noise made him freeze. Every muscle in his body tightened into knotted fear. The only movement came from the slight sway in the chain.

      Elan Ortega had been completely and utterly incapacitated by a simple sound: that of a very long blade being slowly pulled from its sheath.
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      The towers had triangulated Cabrera’s phone signal and pinpointed his location in an abandoned warehouse. From what I could deduce from the rusted conveyer belts that routed through most of the large, open space, the signal had led us to an old processing plant—seafood, most likely. I was busy clearing a row of offices filled with rusted furniture, empty filing cabinets, and rotting paper when I got the word. Another team of agents had discovered a small shipping container tucked in the rear corner of the warehouse; at least, that was the initial assessment. We would later discover that the container was a large, walk-in refrigeration unit.

      I moved around and ducked under a few canning tracks until I spotted the agents. As I approached, one turned to me. “It’s ugly in there.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

      I pulled the door open and stopped as soon as I entered.

      The motionless body hung upside down about fifteen feet back, facing away from me. Two tripods, each with a double set of work lights, lit the body and the remaining part of the container. The air inside was noticeably hotter and fouled by a pungent mixture of blood and something musky I couldn’t identify.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s him, but you might want to take a look yourself,” the agent behind me said.

      I didn’t respond. I took a deep breath and pushed forward. As I got closer, I noticed that the dark liquid below the body had pooled toward the left of the container. I bent down for a closer look. “This happened recently. The blood hasn’t coagulated yet.”

      I turned back toward the agent. “I’m assuming that print isn’t from the loafers you’re wearing.”

      He shook his head definitively.

      I had already known the answer, but I had to ask. The mark looked to be from an athletic shoe. Cabrera wore athletic shoes.

      I accepted that the body hanging upside down in front of me was Elan Ortega. It was upsetting, but it came with the territory. I could distance myself from it. But the realization that Cabrera obviously had something to do with his death left my stomach feeling weighted and hollow. I did my best to keep a straight face, but my emotions were clawing at the inside of my chest, anxious for an audience. It didn’t help that my eyes were already in a battle to hold back an angry wave of tears. The more I processed what had happened, the more confused I became. Life had led me down a happy path only to sucker punch me with a nasty twist. I had to question everything I thought to be true.

      I stood, straightening my jacket. Let’s get it over with. I chose the right side of the container, away from the pooling blood, and walked on the tips of my toes to avoid disturbing the scene before the forensic techs could sweep the place.

      His body was still dripping—not much, but noticeable. My head craned around his torso, much more anxious than my legs were for an explanation. There it was—unavoidable. Elan had been sliced open from his waistline up to his sternum. A coil of innards spilled out from his gut area.

      “There’s a message,” the agent motioned with his finger, “on his forehead.”

      I bent my knees for a better look and saw the same carvings that his wife, Adrianna, had suffered.

      My body stiffened, and my tongue seemed to swell as I tried to swallow. A nauseous boil rose in my stomach. I prayed I wouldn’t succumb, but to know that I had been intimate with a monster sickened me. How could he have had me so fooled? Did I miss the signs? What happened to my keen ability to sniff out the bad fruit?

      My pity party didn’t last long, because the loathing I felt quickly turned on its heel. Anger, coupled with the embarrassment of being taken advantage of, replaced my sadness. My fists clenched, and my breathing gained momentum.

      Cabrera must have laughed himself silly as he courted me into bed. This must have been a big game to him. Why else would a man involve himself with a person whose goal is to rid the earth of people like him? Spite? Hardly. Revenge? Can’t say it was that either. Maybe it was his way of keeping himself safe, undetected. Keep your friends close... Turns out, I wasn’t his friend.

      “Abby.”

      Reilly’s voice sprang me out of my thoughts and back into the container.

      “Look, I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “How could I have not known? I⁠—”

      “Stop right there. I’m not blaming you for this. Agent Cabrera was an unknown to us. How could you, we, have known who he really was? Catching him is our concern. We can figure out the ‘why’ later.”

      “Oh my God!” I clapped a hand over my mouth.

      “What is it?”

      “He—he knows where I live. He met Lucy… and my mother-in-law.”

      Reilly had a quick draw on his phone. Within seconds, he had ordered a team of agents to my home while I raced there also.

      Horrible thoughts plagued me during my drive home. There was no daycare that day, so I knew Lucy was home. I feared I would arrive and she and Po Po would be missing, taken by that sick son of a bitch. Or worse: I would find them in the same condition we’d found Elan. I struggled to purge those scenes from my mind. I had to remain positive and levelheaded. He could still be there.

      As I made a left onto Pfeiffer Street where I lived, I realized I’d arrived before the backup Reilly had ordered. I couldn’t wait, so I parked my car a few houses down. I double checked my weapon and grabbed an extra magazine and my flak jacket from the trunk. I took a deep breath before quietly advancing on the Victorian. I couldn’t believe I had brought my work home in the worst possible way. Something had to change. Who could expect a family to get through this unscathed? It was the total opposite of what I wanted to achieve with our life here. We’d left Hong Kong for safer and simpler. So much for that. If there was one saving grace, it was that Ryan was still at camp. I had Reilly dispatch agents up there anyway. Then I notified the camp.

      If Cabrera was in there, I wanted the element of surprise on my side. I decided to cut across my neighbor’s front yard and through the tall hedge that separated our properties. It was a tight squeeze, but I got through with only a few scratches and moved to the side of the house. On my way to the rear, I passed under a series of windows and cursed my height for not allowing me to see inside. For the first time in my life, I sincerely wished I were taller.

      I slipped inside the screened-in porch, my weapon out in front. The house seemed eerily quiet. The back door was locked, which it should be. After I let myself in, I could hear the TV in the living room. I removed my shoes before making my way down the hallway, hoping I wouldn’t catch a loose floorboard. Along the way, I cleared the laundry room, a bathroom and Po Po’s bedroom. I stopped short of entering the living room and poked my head around the corner. I saw Po Po sitting in the recliner, watching TV. She was alone, and things appeared normal, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I had a finger against my lips when I revealed myself to her. I cleared the kitchen quickly, and then reentered the living room.

      “Where’s Lucy?” I whispered.

      “What’s going on? Why do you have your gun?”

      “Is anyone here?”

      “What do you mean⁠—”

      I cut her off with a wave of my hand. “Are you alone?”

      She nodded.

      “Is Lucy upstairs?”

      She nodded again. “She has a slight fever and is resting.”

      Po Po’s breaths had sped up, a sign she was starting to panic. I placed a hand on her shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “Everything will be okay.”

      I checked the front door. It was locked.

      “Stay here. More agents are on the way,” I said before heading upstairs. I had three rooms and a bath to clear. Lucy’s room, to the right of the stairs, was my priority. Her door was open, and I peeked inside. She lay in bed, sleeping. I moved in and cleared the closets, and then woke her.

      “Mommy, you’re home,” she mumbled, groggy from sleep. I felt her head; she was still warm. I wanted nothing more than to hug her tightly forever. I also wanted to give her a hot bath to wash the touch of that monster off of her. Images of him playing tag with her the night before twisted my stomach tighter.

      “Shhhhh. Mommy is here to take care of you.” I picked her up, quickly brought her downstairs and handed her over to Po Po. Then I went back upstairs to clear the rest of the house, all while wondering where the hell my backup was. I checked Ryan’s room and then the bathroom before heading toward mine. For some reason, I had thought that, if he were here, he would be in my room, waiting for me. I decided to save it for last, climbing up one more floor. The top level of the house housed a small media room on one end and my office on the other.

      I returned to my bedroom and faced my double-door entrance, which was closed, just as I had left it this morning. I pressed my ear gently against the cool wood and heard the faint sound of water running through the piping of the house, nothing more. I grabbed the handle and pushed the door open. I made quick peeks around it until I was certain I had no one in my immediate sights. I entered the room and moved to the bathroom. Clear. Only one place left—the walk-in closet. Last one Abby. Be ready.

      I stared at the door, wondering if he was on the other side waiting for me. Ninety-nine percent of Abby voted no, but the other one percent had lottery luck on its side. You never know. I aimed my gun and took a deep breath. A beat later, I stood inside my closet, alone and wondering.

      The faint sound of screeching tires outside signaled that my backup had arrived. As I did a one-eighty, my phone rang.

      “Hello, Ab-by.”
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      I froze, but my heart leapt out of my chest.

      I could hear him breathing on the other end, waiting for a response. He’d almost had me. Luckily, I had the mindset to switch gears and answer as Agent Kane and not Abby.

      “Agent Cabrera. How nice of you to call. Where are you?”

      “No, no, no. I want to speak to Ab-by.”

      “Tough. You don’t get to make that decision.”

      “Why, I sense you’re angry with me. Don’t be. Remember what we had.”

      “Tell me where you are. We can meet and reminisce.”

      He laughed like we were playing a game of footsie. I wanted to kick his nuts.

      Reilly entered my room with two other agents. Before he could say anything, I motioned for them to be quiet and pointed at my phone.

      “Come on,” I played with him. “Don’t you want to see me?”

      “Oh you have no idea, Ab-by. No idea.” Cabrera took a short breath before speaking. “Did Elan tell you anything?” He asked coyly.

      “He told me a lot of things—too much to repeat over the phone.”

      He chuckled. My jaw clamped tighter.

      “As much as I would love to grab dinner and have wonderful conversations,” he continued, “you and I know that’s not possible right now. Maybe in the future, when you’re not mad at me, we can picnic again. With Lucy, too.”

      My body shook when I heard her name come out of his mouth. How dare he. I gripped my phone harder, noticing that my palms were wet. I wanted to hurt him, then kill him. “Leave my family out of this. This is between you and me.”

      He clucked his tongue at my answer. “Don’t be afraid. I mean you and your family no harm. Just tell me, Ab-by, and we can go our separate ways.”

      I still had no idea what he was referring to, and I had become annoyed with the way he was purposely accenting my name. Reilly flagged my attention and showed me a note he had written. It read that they were having no luck with his GPS signal, but they had his cell triangulated to a tower in Oakland. We all headed back downstairs as I continued to talk to Cabrera. With any luck, we might be able to find him.

      There were two other agents downstairs with Po Po and Lucy. I quickly held a finger to my lips when she saw me. I didn’t want to give Cabrera the satisfaction of hearing her.

      “Ah, you’re on the move. I can hear the rustling. Find my location, did you?”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “Well, no actually. It was a necessary evil I had to endure if I wanted my question answered.”

      “Stop talking in riddles. It bores me.”

      “Feisty!”

      “Where are you going to go? You can’t run.”

      “Never mind where I’m going. Give me what I want, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      “I know you’re not deaf, but I’m starting to question whether you’re dumb.”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

      I yanked my ear away from the phone, caught off guard by his sudden change in demeanor.

      “Be nice, or I will come after you and your family,” he seethed.

      “I’m not afraid of you. You’re just one man. No one will work for you, not after you killed your most trusted advisor.”

      He laughed. “I did not orchestrate the attack on Zapata. That was Malcolm’s own doing—a happy coincidence.”

      “Why would you want your number two dead? Oh, wait. I get it. You were afraid he would turn on you, run off with the MZ-1 recipe. Or worse, he would find out you killed his sister and come after you. That’s it, isn’t it? Faro Zapata had spooked the monster.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Why, the truth hurt?”

      “He was selfish. I made him who he was. He was too stupid to realize that. There was no way his minute brain could have orchestrated the cover up with the plastic surgery.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, Ab-by. I thought you were smarter. Ever wonder why you never saw Agent Fredy López?”

      I had, actually. It seemed odd to me that Fredy was out of town the entire time I was down there. “Enlighten me.”

      “Faro was Fredy. The plastic surgery was to make him look like Fredy. No one was the wiser, not even our supervisors. It was genius.”

      Cabrera laughed himself into a fit over his cleverness.

      “Damn, I’m good. You never saw that coming, did you, Ab-by?”

      I hadn’t. “You had similar plans for Agent Riggs?”

      “I did. He was new to the team. He never would have voluntarily gone along with what I was doing. It had to be done.”

      “Well, now you’re screwed, because everyone knows who you are. We’ll find you. You have nothing and no one to hide behind. Deep down inside, you’re afraid.”

      His breathing heightened.

      Had I gotten to him? I wanted to shake his confidence and create doubt in his plan. The more he questioned, the more he stalled. Reilly was already on his cell phone, coordinating efforts to involve the Oakland Police Department. What we needed was manpower looking for Cabrera inside the mile radius where we believed him to be.

      “Of course not. Now, Ab-by, time is running out. Tell me what Elan told you. Tell me the missing ingredient.”

      He surprised me. He had to know I didn’t know. Suddenly, I was the one laughing. “That’s what this is all about? You think I know what the missing ingredient is? Well, I hate to disappoint.”

      “Don’t play games! Give it to me.”

      “I don’t know what it is. I’m telling you the truth. Why would he tell me? You were there when he revealed to us what he had done.”

      “You interrogated him without me. You spent time with him without me. You had plenty of opportunities to discover it. Now stop wasting my time and give me the fucking ingredient.”

      “First, tell me why you sent that fake Fredy assassin to the office when I first arrived. Did you really want me dead?”

      “Nah, I just wanted to see how tough you were.”

      “He could have killed me. He was trying to, you know.”

      “I had the odds in your favor, but there was a chance he might have succeeded. Thankfully he didn’t, because at that point, I had already decided I wanted to fuck you.”

      I wished I could have reached through the phone and shoved my weapon down his throat. I bet his tough guy routine would have broken down instantly.

      We were halfway across the Oakland Bay Bridge, still another 15-20 minutes from Cabrera’s location, but OPD would already be combing the streets. However, he knew we were on the way. I could sense him fidgeting on the other end. He could run at any second.

      He was still going on and on about fucking me, so I brought up what he was after. “So maybe I do know the ingredient. If I tell you, what do I get in return?”

      “You get to live.”

      “Not good enough. Your threats are empty.”

      The phone rustled, and I heard noise in the background. Traffic. He was on the move.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth, Ab-by? How do I know you will give me the correct ingredient?”

      “You don’t. But that doesn’t matter. You’ll never discover what it is. And we will catch you. That I can promise you.”

      I motioned Reilly with my hand before covering the phone. “He’s in a public area. I hear water, like a fountain or something.”

      “There are two that I know of. One is in Jack London Square, and the other is in Frank Ogawa Plaza.”

      “Ab-by, you still there?”

      “Sorry. I nodded off for a moment.”

      “One day your quick mouth is going to get you in trouble.”

      “I hope so. I need some excitement in my life.”

      Reilly had already gotten the word out about the two locations. My goal was to keep Cabrera on the line. I could still hear the water, so he hadn’t moved—yet.

      “We’ll head to Jack London; it’s closer,” he whispered.

      “Tell me, Cabrera; what do you plan on doing with MZ-1? Going to create a little army you can boss around?”

      “That’s what a dumb mule like Faro Zapata would have done. I’ve got bigger and better ideas.”

      We came to a stop. Up ahead, I could see the plaza, and it was packed with an afternoon crowd. We motioned to the agents who had followed our car to spread out and surround the fountain.

      “Big plans, huh? Maybe you can elaborate.”

      “Tell me what the missing ingredient is, and I promise to give you a front row seat.”

      “Is that right?”

      The crowd was thick. The German Consulate was having a German Cultural Appreciation fair. There were tables selling arts and crafts, booths selling food, and four men and women dressed in traditional clothing were teaching people how to polka. I passed a beer garden, complete with large-bosomed women wheeling giant mugs of beer. I figured with my height, I could use the crowd for cover as I slipped in between them.

      I was twenty feet away from the fountain and could still hear it on the phone. I closed in, weapon drawn and at my side. The fountain had a fifteen-foot radius. I stopped just a few feet short, not wanting to reveal myself. I spotted Reilly moving through the crowd on the other side. As I circled the fountain, I searched for Cabrera. He should be here. I can hear him breathing, I think.

      “When can I see you?” I asked. I waited for an answer, but the line remained quiet. That’s when I spotted a cell phone on the ledge of the fountain. Cabrera had vanished.
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      Between the FBI and OPD, we had the area secured and searched for three hours before calling it off. Cabrera had disappeared. We sent his name and picture to all the proper outlets to prevent his escape from the country, but we weren’t entirely sure he would try to leave the United States. And really, for someone with his skills, his knowledge of law enforcement, and his connections, it would be very easy to leave the country anyway. As the days went on, hope that Cabrera would contact me again had diminished. We never heard another peep from him, and our investigation went cold.

      The DEA delivered the most surprising news once we filled them in on their rogue agent and his alleged involvement with running a drug cartel right under their noses; they claimed to be clueless to it all. When we added that he was also the most feared man in Colombia, the one everyone called El Monstruo, it sent them into a babbling stupor.

      When they finally did react, they denied it, of course. Cabrera was a star agent in their eyes who had furthered the work they did in Bogotá due to his native origins. They were not eager to admit that they were bankrolling a serial-killing drug lord. It also didn’t help that their blind trust had also afforded Cabrera his own office so his team didn’t have to work out of the embassy. That was a colossal mistake. There was no oversight.

      It took about a week or so for the finger pointing to die down. Eventually the DEA came to grips with reality and accepted that they had royally screwed up. From the onset, all parties agreed to keep a lid on the entire operation. If word got out to the American public, it would be a P.R. nightmare for the DEA. It would also undermine the work they were doing in Colombia, not to mention having the government there question the US involvement with the war on drugs. The DEA then proceeded to go through an extensive cover-up that involved inserting an entirely new team in Bogotá with new policies in place.

      During the weeks following Cabrera’s escape, SFPD put extra patrols in my neighborhood and even kept a car outside my house for a week, but it was impossible to keep a twenty-four-hour security detail on duty for an infinite amount of time.

      I’ll admit; my nerves were on high alert following the call with Cabrera. The kids didn’t leave the house without me, and their school was given explicit instructions not to let them leave the grounds until I picked them up. I had all the locks on the house reinforced and added a security system. The Kane compound was officially on lockdown.

      My eldest, Ryan, was well aware of the situation though he did a great job of showing that it didn’t bother him. He had returned from camp with a newfound sense of confidence.

      “He doesn’t scare me, Abby,” he said as he pounded his fist into his other hand. That week, he asked if he could take judo lessons. I signed him up immediately. My boy was becoming a man.

      Little Lucy, however, was too young to understand that the man who had played with her at the park wasn’t our friend, but it didn’t stop me from trying to explain to her what had happened and that, if she ever saw him, she should run away and get help.

      “Crab Bra is a bad man, Mommy.”

      “That’s right.”

      “You put him in the jail, okay?”

      “I will, sweetie.”

      I had no idea if Cabrera’s threats to my family were empty or serious. I made sure that we all knew the importance of watching out for each other. To my surprise, Po Po didn’t attack me for what happened. I half expected her to. This hadn’t been part of the plan I’d sold her when I thought of moving the family for a better life. Maybe her calmness in this situation came from understanding that I couldn’t have prevented this, nor did I encourage it. Yes, if I’d had some other job, we wouldn’t be in this situation, but it was what it was. She agreed that it was much more important that we come together and be vigilant, at least for the time being.
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        * * *

      

      As with any traumatic event in life, it passed. Six months later, we had normalized and the sound of the house settling or a knock at the front door didn’t send us jumping to our feet. Lucy had forgotten all about Crab Bra, but Ryan hadn’t. He was still involved in judo, and every opponent he faced was the man who dared to threaten us.

      He had his first tournament coming up. It made me so happy to be a judo mom, and I couldn’t wait to support him from the stands.

      “They don’t cheer like that in this sport,” he said with an eye roll.

      I didn’t care. Nothing would keep my big mouth shut. He’d forgive me for embarrassing him, eventually.

      I still made it a point to leave the office in the afternoons so I could walk the kids home from school. Same spot, always. The other parents knew that, and no one coveted my little area near the fence. It helped that I had marked the spot with my incessant heel digs into the dirt.

      That day was no different. I stood outside the school, waiting for the bell to ring. I was lost in my mindless digging, trying to free up a rock to kick, when Elan Ortega popped into my head. I don’t know why; I hadn’t thought about him since his death. Maybe I was in a good mood and feeling very appreciative of my life and my family. The sun was warming, and the breeze was equally cooling, creating a magical environment one could only find in San Francisco.

      As I thought of him, there was no sadness associated with it. I knew in his head, he thought he had achieved something great. No one could take that from him. I believe he died a happy man, like the one I remember on the plane ride. I remember him telling me about his dream to become a scientist and the science kit his father had gotten him and his brother to stop them from taking apart everything in their house to see how it worked. It was during that time, when he told these stories, that he appeared the most innocent. I could see the genuineness in his eyes. I remember that he even complimented mine. That was the last thing I had expected from a man who had recently lost his wife. He said my eyes were the same color as the Ortegarous.

      “The what?” I had asked.

      He laughed and told me it was a bright green flower no bigger than a thumbnail that lived high up in the canopies of the Amazon jungle. He and his brother had discovered the tiny beauty and boldly named it after themselves.

      A smile stretched across my face. What a treat to be able to name a flower after yourself.

      Ortegarous… Wait a minute!
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      Jerry and Vicki burst through the door of their hotel room in a fit of giggles. She led; he followed. She dropped her purse, then removed her brown wig before spinning once like a ballerina and falling back onto the king-size bed.

      “I had such a wonderful time today.” Vicki let out a breath and smiled. “Isn’t San Francisco the best city ever?”

      “Charming and quite loveable,” said her husband as he collapsed onto the bed next to her. He buried the side of his face in the soft pillow, causing his cheek to squish upwards and clamp his eye shut.

      “The day unfolded perfectly. It couldn’t have happened any better.”

      He lifted his head. “There was a little planning involved.”

      She jabbed a finger into his ribs. “You know what I mean, silly.”

      “Boy, I’m beat.” He cuddled the pillow and turned his face away from her.

      “Me, too, but we have dinner reservations at Top of the Mark and I’m looking forward to it.”

      Jerry didn’t need to look at his wife to know she had pouty lips. Her voice conveyed her stance. He also knew that, if he looked at her, she’d hit him with fluttering eyelashes. He never could say no to that. “Okay, we’ll rest for a bit,” he mumbled.

      The comfy pillow top sucked the couple into its dreamy grasp, slowing their breaths and muting the knock of their heartbeats. Just for a few seconds…

      In fear of losing the night to an early bedtime, Vicki reached over and pushed her husband’s arm until he rocked back and forth.

      “I’m up, dear.”

      She continued.

      “I’m up,” he said louder.

      “We have to motivate, or we’ll both fall asleep.” She swung her legs off the bed first. “Come on; get up. I’ll shower while you get the pictures ready.”

      By now, Jerry had eased himself into a sitting position on the edge of the bed, his eyes still closed. She walked over to his side, grabbed both his hands and pulled him to his feet.

      “My camera is in my purse.” Vicki gestured toward the desk.

      She disappeared into the bathroom, ignored the tub, and stepped into the shower stall. She fiddled with the hot and cold knobs until the water temperature was perfect. She stood still, letting the drops massage her neck and back as she recounted the day in her head. Those thoughts produced a smile. She lathered bath gel across her arms and belly but stopped at her breasts. There, she traced a straight line across her chest a number of times before snapping out of her trance. She continued showering and washed away whatever remaining desire she might have had for sleep. She then wrapped her short, black hair in a fluffy white towel and slipped on an equally soft robe before exiting the bathroom.

      “I feel so much better,” Vicki announced as she approached Jerry from behind.

      He sat at the desk, browsing through a photo organizer on his laptop. He had plucked photos one by one and dragged them to a desktop folder titled Piper.

      She leaned down and let her arms rest on his shoulders. “What pictures are you thinking of using?”

      “There are a bunch of good ones, but I’ll show you the ones I think are the best.”

      He clicked on the folder, and it sprang open. “This first one is of you and Piper on the ferry.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s a good one. We look like we’re having fun.”

      “Here are the two of you eating cotton candy at the pier. It really shows off Piper’s beautiful, hazel eyes.”

      “Indeed.”

      “This one is from our hike in Muir Woods. You two were trying to stretch your arms around a redwood tree. Remember that?” he asked, twisting his head around.

      “Those trees were so tall.”

      “But I think what will really seal the deal here is the video.”

      “I’m glad you recorded this time around.”

      A black rectangle popped up on the screen, and a moment later footage of a young woman with a ponytail began to play. She walked on a trail while looking up at the trees around her. Every now and then, she would playfully look back at the camera. “Why are you filming me? You should be filming your wife in all this beauty.”

      “Oh, it’s just that we’re both having such a wonderful time with you,” said a male voice off camera. “I want this for memories. Isn’t that right, dear?”

      “Absolutely.” Another woman’s voice could be heard outside the frame. She stepped into view and hooked arms with the young woman. “Trust me, Piper; he has a ton of pictures of me. It’s nice not having to be the focus of his lens.”

      “You both look great,” said the male voice.

      The young woman let go an innocent laugh. She appeared unaware of her beautiful Mediterranean looks. Her long locks started with dark roots until right above her shoulder, where they began to lighten into perfect, washed-out surfer strands at the tips. She stood tall at six feet even and sported long, graceful limbs. The cut-off denim shorts and gray, San Francisco Giants T-shirt she wore complemented her naturally olive complexion, and her cross-trainers perfectly highlighted her slender calves.

      The three had left the paved path of the park, where most visitors spent their time, and ventured on to one of the many trails that crisscrossed the surrounding forest. Forty minutes later, and without passing a single other hiker, they reached a beautiful clearing and rested. Birds could be heard talking to each other while the leaves rustled every so often from the gentle breeze—a calmness foreign to most city dwellers.

      “This reminds me of growing up in Ohio,” Piper said from the screen. “It was so quiet there—only the sounds of nature. Nothing more.”

      “This is the part we’ve been waiting for,” said the man as he poked his finger at the volume button on his laptop, maxing it out.

      Piper had been looking straight up toward the trees while slowly spinning around. As she turned toward the camera, the older woman entered the frame with her right arm cocked back. She firmly planted both feet before swinging her arm around in a wide arc as hard and as fast as she could, driving a small hatchet directly into Piper’s chest. Thunk. The force nearly toppled the young woman, but the older woman grabbed her shirt and steadied her before backing out of the frame.

      Piper’s eyes widened as she looked down at the instrument buried deep in her chest. Her bottom lip trembled as a dark, red stain spread from the hatchet and across her shirt. She took a few quick breaths, looking straight into the camera. A moment later, she dropped to her knees. The camera followed. Still, she focused on the lens, unable to speak and barely breathing.

      She reached out with one arm, her only way to convey the two words her mouth no longer could: Help me.

      And then she fell.

      The camera followed as she hit the ground on her left side, her eyes still gazing at the lens.

      One breath. Then another. Then nothing.

      Jerry closed the video window and looked up at his wife.

      “Bravo! Excellent work, my dear,” Vicki cheered. “I love how you followed her to the ground. Brilliant.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you. You have a great arm. And that disguise—I love you with longer hair.” He stood up, grabbed his wife by the waist, and gave her a kiss. “But Piper is the real star, a wonderful participant.”

      “Shall we upload before dinner?” Vicki asked.

      “Yes, of course. I’m very excited about this one.”

      Jerry sat back down and clicked on his Games folder, then on a dragon icon. The screen went black before a gold and red, animated dragon appeared, snorting a few breaths of fire before morphing into a logo with the title “Chasing Chinatown.”

      He entered a password, and a few seconds later, a map of the world appeared with a waypoint in Toronto and San Francisco connected by an arced line. Two cartoon turtle avatars dressed in nautical outfits appeared in the upper right-hand corner over the words “Team Carlson.”

      “Just think; six months ago we were bored and looking for adventure. Now we’ve logged five thousand miles and left our mark in two major cities, all thanks to this little program.”

      There were five links to the left of the map: Attractions One through Five. Jerry clicked on the third and started uploading photos. Within a few seconds, the transfer was complete. A confirmation message appeared, followed by another stating that their content was under review.

      “I hate this part—the waiting.” Vicki took a seat on the bed and leaned back on her hands.

      The wait seemed like an hour, but only thirty seconds had passed before the screen erupted into fireworks and the word “Congratulations!” appeared. After the light show, the header titled Attraction Four turned from red to green. Jerry clicked on it, and a graphic of a paper scroll appeared. It unraveled, revealing a message: Good fortune comes in many forms. Find the right one for your next clue.

      Vicki sat up and leaned forward for a closer look. “Good fortune? Could they be any less clear?”

      Jerry looked back at his wife. “Don’t worry; we’ll figure it out. We can talk it through over dinner if you want. But for now, let’s enjoy the fact that we completed three Attractions.” He stood up and pulled his wife off the bed. “We’re on a roll.”

      He danced with her, spinning her around before dipping her back, her towel falling off her head and her robe opening, leaving her naughty bits in plain view.

      Vicki smiled as he brought her back to a standing position. She planted kisses all over his face before pulling away. “You were so right about this trip. I’m glad we did it.”

      “Yeah, me, too. I’m having a killer time.”
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      Dim Sum Sunday.

      That’s what Ryan and Lucy had come to call it. I had fallen into the habit of taking the family out for brunch every Sunday. We all enjoyed the outing, especially my mother-in-law, Po Po. She had made friends with a few of the shopkeepers in Chinatown and used that time to talk, most of it gossip. She felt the need to converse in her native language. I didn’t crave it like she did, but I could understand. The language was a part of her and needed to be expressed. Plus, sometimes a story is funnier in Chinese.

      I spoke English most of the time, and so did the kids. But they were learning Cantonese—not Mandarin, the official language of China—because Po Po was determined that they were to learn the language we spoke in Hong Kong. When I wasn’t home, she would only communicate with them in Chinese. English wasn’t allowed. She was firm on that issue, and I agreed. Being bilingual would give Ryan and Lucy an advantage someday. They didn’t seem to mind. Both took it in stride as something normal.

      We all loved Chinatown for different reasons. For Po Po and me, it gave us a taste of some of the things we missed: the up-and-down tones of Chinese spoken on the street, the smell of dried everything and anything wafting out of the pharmacies, and the plethora of Chinese restaurants serving up our favorite foods, to name a few. For the kids, it was the usual: toys and sweets.

      Lucy, my youngest, was six and a half and had come to develop a mind of her own. Instead of shadowing me like she had in the past, she found other ways to entertain herself. Everything Hello Kitty was her obsession. Whenever we passed by the store that sold those stickers, she would pull me inside, hoping I’d pull out my wallet.

      At age nine, Ryan continued to mature and seek his independence. More and more, he spent time with friends and in numerous after-school activities, ranging from Judo to soccer and even taking cultural lessons at the Chinese Youth Center. His Chinatown guilty pleasure was the little boxes of snappers. He would beg and promise me he wouldn’t throw them at his sister. The last time I bought him a box, he threw the very first snapper at Lucy’s head. I threw the rest into the trash.

      I remember telling him, “I told you not to throw them at people.”

      “But, Abby, you didn’t say you would throw them away.”

      “I expect you to listen to me whether you know the consequences or not.” I may not be his biological mother, but I am still his mother, and I make the rules.

      Ever since then, he would ask, and I would say no. However, that day, my mood was positive, and I felt lenient. He had been punished long enough, so I bought him a box and reminded him of the rule.

      We’d finished brunch a half hour earlier and were enjoying a stroll along Grant Avenue when Po Po stopped us in front of the Eastern Bakery. “I go buy rice cake for later.”

      That was another treat that had become customary.

      She disappeared inside while the three of us remained on the sidewalk, hovering on the edge of the Sunday foot traffic. No sooner had I looked away from the kids than I heard a yelp, and Lucy ran behind me.

      I looked at Ryan. “Did you just throw a snapper at your sister?”

      “She said I could,” he said calmly as if he had an airtight defense.

      “What did I tell you earlier?”

      He raised his shoulders and held his arms out. “But she said it would be okay.”

      He started to huff and stomp his feet; he knew what was coming.

      I held out my hand. He handed over the box, and into the trashcan it went. I looked down at Lucy, who had a devious smile on her face. I reached down and took the package of stickers from her hand.

      “Hey, those are mine.”

      “Not anymore.” Into the trash they went. “Next time, don’t taunt your brother.”

      Po Po returned to find two kids moping—frowning at the sidewalk when they weren’t glaring at me or each other. Before she could ask what had happened, a loud cracking sound caught my attention. I drew a sharp breath. A gunshot! I quickly ushered the kids and Po Po back into the bakery. “Stay here.”

      Back outside, my eyes scanned the area. To my left, about fifty yards away, I noticed a commotion. I stepped off the sidewalk and took two steps into the street for a better look. That’s when I saw him: a male teen pushing his way through the crowd. Behind him, in pursuit, I saw a tall man in a suit. Elderly people were pushed into one another as the teen bumped off them like a pinball. He soon left the sidewalk for the open road. That’s when I spotted the gun in his right hand.

      I couldn’t tell why he was being chased, but as he approached me, I saw that his shirt was torn, and tattoos covered his chest. I’m not saying that made him a criminal, but I was in Chinatown, and I knew the neighborhood had Triads, a Chinese gang.

      No sooner had I noticed his ink than he fired another shot at the suit following him. This kid is nuts. The sidewalks were packed with people, mostly families. If he kept shooting, the odds were that some innocent bystander would get hit.

      I was off duty, but I still had my weapon on me. However, I didn’t want to encourage him to fire his gun by pulling out mine. I figured at his speed, I could trip him up. He wasn’t tall, but neither was I. A tackle was out of the question. I looked around for something to take his legs out but saw nothing. I worried whether my legs were long enough to tangle with his and if I could keep my balance. He was closing in. Fast. I had to decide.

      Right as he was about to pass by, I stepped back into the street and swung my arm up as hard as I could. My forearm and fist caught him at the top of his chest, right below his Adam’s apple. The force stopped him and kicked his feet up in front of him, causing him to land flat on his back, hard. He groaned as the gun fell out of his hand, and I kicked it away. The clothesline method triumphed again.

      A few seconds later, the man in the suit arrived and flipped the kid over. He wheezed pretty hard as he tried to speak. “I’m a detective. Back away.” He put a knee into the kid’s back and handcuffed him.

      “You shouldn’t have interfered. It’s dangerous,” he said, still working on finding his breath.

      My head jerked back, and my brow crinkled. I was expecting a thank you of some sort. “From the looks of it, you needed the help.”

      “I was catching up,” he said between breaths.

      He squatted, resting his hands on his thighs for a moment before standing fully upright. That’s when I really noticed his height—unusual for an Asian. He had to have been at least six two, though a little on the skinny side. Sweat poured down the sides of his face and seeped into his collar. I watched him loosen his tie.

      “You okay? You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      He squinted at me. “I’ll have you know I chased this guy up California before turning down Grant. You know how steep California is?”

      “Mm-huh,” I said as I clucked my tongue.

      Just then, another tall man in a suit appeared. He was bald, white, and muscular.

      Let me guess, SFPD paired up the two tall guys. “You caught him. Good work,” he said with a Russian accent.

      I cleared my throat.

      Both men looked down at me. I shifted my weight to my left leg and folded my arms across my chest.

      “She helped,” the Asian one admitted.

      A large smile appeared on the other guy’s face, followed by a deep laugh. He then bent down and yanked the kid off the ground. He radioed for a squad car to meet him at the corner.

      “Why were you chasing him?”

      He paused before speaking. “He’s a wanted suspect.”

      “Looks like a gang member with those tattoos on his chest.”

      “You normally involve yourself in law enforcement matters? What are you, a first-year law student or something?”

      The left eyebrow arched. “Only when I help law enforcement do their job.”

      “Like I said, I had him.”

      By then, Po Po and the kids had returned to my side. “Well, it looks like everything is under control.” I patted my stomach. “We just finished a large meal of dim sum. Time to go home and rest.” Zing!

      Clearly irritated and ready to move on, the detective handed me his card. “If you end up seeking medical attention for your arm, call me. I can probably get the department to reimburse you for any expenses.”

      “Thanks.” I snatched the card out of his hand with the arm I had used earlier.

      I watched him hurry to catch up with his partner before looking down at the card: Detective Kyle Kang, Personal Crimes Division.
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      The next day, I arrived at the Philip Burton Federal Building at my usual time, 9:15 a.m. I had a travel mug full of hot tea in one hand and an onion bagel stuffed with cream cheese and double lox tucked away in my purse. My stomach grumbled during the elevator ride to my floor. I couldn’t wait to sit down and devour my breakfast.

      The office doors opened to a quiet floor. That week, an unusual number of agents were out in the field working cases, which I loved. A little quiet time coupled with my lox bagel was all right with me. No sooner had I placed my breakfast on my desk than I heard the one thing capable of ruining my morning.

      “Abby!”

      Dammit! I looked to my left and saw my supervisor, Special Agent Scott Reilly, leaning out of his office and tugging at me with his index finger. Generally he was okay and fair with a sense of humor. But boy did he have the worst timing of anyone I had ever known. I slipped my heels back on, picked up my tea, and made my way over to his office.

      “Take a seat.” He removed his wire-framed glasses and wiped his face with his hand before letting out a breath. “How’s that case with the attorney coming along?”

      “We’re close to raining on his parade.”

      The case I had been investigating involved an attorney who stole the identities of his terminally ill clients to fraudulently obtain millions of dollars from insurance companies. I thought I saw some sick bastards when I hunted serial killers back in Hong Kong, but this guy took it to a whole new level.

      He would purchase variable annuities with death benefits and death put bonds and list his clients as co-owners. When they died, the bonds allowed survivor options, meaning the bond could be redeemed years before maturity at face value. Same thing with the annuities he purchased: they provided a guaranteed return of all money invested plus a guaranteed profit upon the death of the person named the annuitant. All he had to do was wait for them to die—which they did. We were days away from raiding his office and making an arrest.

      “You’re doing a great job. I’m pleased with your performance with the white-collar cases, considering your background.”

      A compliment. This can’t be good. Part of the deal when I came on board with the FBI was that I would work white-collar crime. I had worked on enough cases involving homicide and organized crime and wanted a change of pace. Reilly agreed to it on one condition: if he believed my background would be helpful on a certain case, he would put me on it. So far he hadn’t abused his powers, but I felt as if one of those moments were coming.

      “The satellite office in Oakland has themselves in a pickle. Over the weekend, we received a tip that the man fingered as the person responsible for mailing arsenic to the office of the Mayor of Oakland was seen camping in the woods near Mount Tamalpais, in Marin County. They coordinated with a couple of rangers from the U.S. Forest Service and did a sweep of the area they believed him to be in.”

      “They find him?”

      “No, but they did find a fresh body: a young woman with an axe sticking out of her chest. Doesn’t look like a camping accident either.”

      “So what’s the problem?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest.

      “The rangers are arguing that the FBI should take the lead since our agents were the ones who technically discovered the body.”

      “Yeah, but it’s their jurisdiction.”

      “I know. Here’s where it gets tricky. The body, and I’m not kidding here, was found on the boundary of State land and the land of the National Parks—Muir Woods to be exact. So that’s another agency, the National Park Service, that’s involved, and right now, everyone’s pointing fingers.”

      “Talk about splitting hairs. If you want my opinion, those two agencies should fight it out. Between the two of them, they’re responsible for all things wilderness.”

      Reilly sat quietly, pondering the dilemma. After a few moments, he took a breath and straightened up. “Abby, I want you to take over the case.”

      I knew that was coming. “Why do you want the case, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      He shook his head. “I have a bad feeling about this one. If we leave it up to those two agencies, they’ll screw it up. And if I pull the case in, you’re the best we have.”

      Reilly handed me a file. Inside were pictures of the crime scene and the victim and reports from both the forest rangers and the agents in our Oakland office. The medical examiner would need a few days to weigh in.

      “She’s pretty,” I said. “She could be a model.”

      “Such a young girl. She had her whole life ahead of her.”

      I’ve never seen much emotion from Reilly, but this girl had a noticeable effect on him. Then it dawned on me. Behind him, on the credenza, was a picture of his daughter. She looked to be the same age. The story was she had just graduated from UC Berkeley when she vanished. Her car was found abandoned on the 101 near Stinson Beach. No leads. No witnesses. The case went cold fast.

      Every year, on the anniversary of her disappearance, he drives up to the location and spends the entire day there. From what I understand, she was all he had. His wife had died four years earlier from breast cancer. I felt sorry for him. I could understand his pain, having lost my own husband to a horrific crime while living in Hong Kong. Not knowing what happened had to be the worst part.

      I stood up with the file in hand. “I’m on it.”

      He barely nodded as he gazed out his office window.
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      After finishing my bagel, I spent the rest of the morning poring through the contents of the file Reilly had given me. Piper Taylor was twenty-three years old. According to her parents, she graduated from Ohio State a year ago and had wanted to travel around Europe since the age of seven, when she first saw The Sound of Music. “She wanted to twirl on a mountain just like Julie Andrews,” they said. “She spent a year waiting tables to save up enough money.” They also mentioned that Piper added Los Angeles, San Francisco and New York to her itinerary at the last minute.

      My victim sounded like an adventurous one. Her parents referred to her as “free spirited.” There wasn’t much information from them, which wasn’t surprising considering a field office in Cleveland had conducted the interview. The parents kept up on Piper’s travels through her blog, which I pulled up. Her postings were infrequent and general in the sense that she put up a few pictures and talked a little about what she did that day. Her parents seemed like genuinely nice people, and I didn’t get the impression that Piper had any problems with them.

      I knew a couple of agents in the Oakland office, one pretty well: Agent Tracy House. We’d crossed paths a few times and had hit it off. Lucky for me, she was one of the two agents handling the arsenic investigation and was also the one who had stumbled across the young woman.

      In her report, she wrote that she discovered the body in a small, hidden clearing. There were no equipment or signs that any camping or picnicking had taken place. The victim’s personal belongings consisted of a small backpack that included bottled water, a map of SF, some cosmetics, a small wallet, and a bag of chips. A short day hike. She could have easily been by herself or with someone she met along the way. Her wallet, passport and money were still intact as well. I can cross off robbery as a motive. I saw no mention of a camera. I thought it odd being she was a tourist. Also, I found no mention of a cell phone. Did the killer take these items?

      Agent House wrote that there were no immediate signs of sexual abuse, but I figured I’d leave that up the medical examiner to decide. Her parents had confirmed she was staying at a small hostel on Sacramento, between Kearny and Montgomery. That’s right next to Chinatown. From what I could tell, no one had talked to anyone at the hostel. I wondered if management knew one of their guests had already checked out.

      I had intended my next move to be to the coroner’s office but decided the hostel had a better chance of telling me more about Piper than her dead body could at the moment.

      After a twenty-minute drive, I stood in front of a wooden door adorned with bright red wrought iron. Above it was a tiny sign with Asian font lettering that identified it as the Lucky Buddha Hostel. I rang the doorbell and, a few seconds later, was buzzed in.

      Eighteen wooden steps up a narrow and creaky stairwell dumped me into a lobby where two mismatched love seats, separated by an end table, greeted me. Above, written on the wall in white chalk, was a list of hostel FAQs and other information. Against the other wall was a pair of bookshelves stocked with travel books and brochures. A computer touting free Internet access sat on a desk next to it.

      As I walked through the lobby, I passed a large bulletin board that had been tacked to death by a plethora of tour advertisements. One promoted a day trip to Muir Woods. Why didn’t Piper sign up for that tour? Not far past that, I noticed a young woman sitting behind a Dutch door.

      “Hello.” She brushed her chestnut hair out of her eyes. “Welcome to Lucky Buddha. Do you have a reservation?”

      “Sorry, I’m not here to stay.” I flashed my identification. “I’m Agent Abby Kane with the FBI. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Her smile flipped upside down and her posture deflated. “What’s wrong? Are you here to arrest someone?”

      “No. I need information. May I have your name, please?”

      “My name is Katerina Yezhov,” she said, straightening up in her chair.

      The name matched the accent. “Are you the owner?”

      “No. I work part time, and the owner lets me stay for free.”

      “How long have you been working here?”

      She tilted her head towards the side as she gathered her thoughts. “Maybe three or four weeks. In two weeks, I leave for Los Angeles and meet up with some friends.”

      “So you travel alone?”

      “Yes, for almost one year now.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous for a young woman to travel by herself?”

      She shook her head, and her hair followed. “No, it’s fine. One only needs to be responsible and use common sense.”

      Gee, which one was Piper lacking? “You have a guest staying here, Piper Taylor.”

      “Yes, Piper. I know her. She’s great fun. She’s been here for four days.” The receptionist tapped a few keys on the laptop next to her. “She’s scheduled to be with us for another two days. Is everything okay?”

      “When did you last see her?”

      “Saturday morning. She had plans to see the redwood trees in Muir Woods. I tried to sign her up for one of our tours, but she is very independent. She said tours are silly and limiting.”

      “Did she tell you anything else? Was she planning to meet anyone or travel there with another guest in the hostel?”

      Katerina took another moment to think. “No,” she said as she shook her head. “She was going alone. It’s not that difficult. She planned to take the ferry to Sausalito and visit the town as well—you know, kill two birds with one stick.”

      “Stone.”

      “Huh?”

      “The saying is, ‘kill two birds with one stone.’”

      “Ooh. I always mess up these American idioms,” she said, her cheeks flushed red. “Agent Abby, all these questions… Did something happen to Piper? Is she hurt?”

      No sense beating around the bush. Now she has me saying them. “We found Piper’s body near a hiking trail on Mount Tamalpais.”

      The girl inhaled before slapping her hand across her mouth. “No. It can’t be. I just saw her. Are you sure you have the right person?”

      I took out my cell phone and pulled up a picture of the victim’s face. “Is this the Piper that is staying at your hotel?”

      “Yes, that’s her.”

      “I’m assuming her belongings are still in her room.”

      Katerina still had her eyes locked on the picture when she nodded. “Yes, of course. I’ll take you to it right now.” She groped around the desk, searching, until she finally opened a drawer beneath and pulled out a ring of keys.

      She led me down the short hall and up two more flights of wooden stairs until we reached a large room with eight bunk beds.

      “This is the women’s dormitory. Over there,” she pointed. “I assigned the lower bunk to Piper.”

      Under the bed was a built-in locker. “Is her stuff in here?”

      “Yes, but that is her lock. We don’t have a key.”

      “What do you do when the occasional person loses their key?”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      While she was gone, I poked around. A blue towel had been draped over the framing of the bunk. Other than that, nothing else signified Piper’s presence.

      A few seconds later, Katerina returned with bolt cutters. “I’m not sure how these work. I’ve never had to use them before.”

      I took the cutters from her hand, and in one snip, the lock fell to the floor. “It’s that simple.”

      Inside the locker was a large backpack. I rummaged through it and found no surprises: clothes, toothbrush, a few travel books. Nothing out of the ordinary—except I didn’t see a camera or a mobile phone. I did, however, find a laptop.

      “Katerina, do you know if Piper had a camera or a cell phone?”

      “Yes, she had an iPhone. It was doubling as her camera. You know, two birds.”

      “Got it. I’ll be taking the laptop right now.” I wanted to get one of the Information Analysts started on it. “Another agent will stop by to collect the rest of her belongings. Until then, keep them in a safe place. Do you know when the owner will be in?”

      “Oh, he almost never comes to the hostel. He talks to the staff by phone. He totally trusts us to run this place. Crazy, huh?”

      I guess I can scratch the owner off my list of people to talk to. “Here’s my card in case you think of anything else that might help. Call me anytime.”

      Katerina walked me down the stairs to the entrance. As I turned to walk away, she called out.

      “Agent Abby, wait. I remember. Piper mentioned a place in Sausalito. I can’t remember the name but she said they made organic cotton candy.”
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      I was a block away from my favorite dim sum shop; I figured a quick bite before heading across town to the medical examiner’s office wouldn’t hurt. I huffed it uphill along Sacramento Street to Young’s Fresh Dim Sum on Stockton. I knew I had pigged out on this stuff the day before, but I have a serious addiction to dumplings. Plus, Young’s wasn’t like the sit-down restaurant I took the family to on Sundays where the servers push carts around from table to table. No, this place was a hole in the wall. It had character.

      Young’s had a simple counter to order from. Behind it were three stacks of bamboo steamers four high. Each one was filled with a different dumpling. There were a few tables to sit at, but mostly the place was designed for takeaway. I didn’t feel much like taking this stuff back to the office, and there was a seat open at one of the tables, so I made my selection and sat my butt down in the open chair.

      I didn’t pay much attention to the gentleman next to me. He appeared busy with his spread of cheap eats. Two bites in and I realized the suit next to me was the Asian detective from the other day. Of all the dim sum joints in town… I couldn’t believe my luck—stuck at a table next to a guy I never thought I would see again. I couldn’t get up and leave; there was no place to go. It was only a matter of time before he recognized me. Wrong.

      The guy continued to eat without looking up or taking a breather. He plopped his dumplings, one by one, into the sweet dipping sauce before popping them into his mouth, chewing fast and loudly. When he finished his main course, I thought for sure he would look up and notice me. Nope. He steamrolled right into the rice cake.

      I finished my entire meal without being discovered. What kind of detective is this guy? Clearly he wasn’t observant. Sheesh, lucky for the SFPD. Real keeper they got⁠—

      “I remember you,” he said without any sort of prompt coming from me.

      I looked around, unsure if he had spoken to me. Eventually, he turned his head to me.

      “How did you know? You never looked up once.”

      He motioned with his head to the table in front of us. Sitting on top was a brand new, hot water heater used for tea. I could see both of our reflections in it.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m sure you were thinking I must be some crappy detective for my bad observation.”

      Busted. “Why would I think that?”

      He finished the last of his rice cake and wiped his hands on a napkin. “Look, I’m really a nice guy. We started off on the wrong foot. Truce.” He stuck out a clean hand and followed that up with a large toothy smile.

      Realizing how silly the situation was, I gave in. “Truce. My name is Abby Kane.”

      “Nice to meet you, Abby. I’m Kyle Kang. How’s the arm?” he asked as he held onto my hand and turned my arm from side to side as if he could somehow see through my jacket and make some sort of medical observation.

      “The arm’s fine. Thanks for asking.”

      “Do you eat here much?”

      “Not as much as I would like,” I said, wiping my hands with a napkin. “You?”

      “Quite often. I work out of the Central Precinct, which isn’t far. Plus, we’re responsible for Chinatown. You work in the area?”

      “No, my office is near City Hall.”

      He nodded as if he knew what building I worked in. “Oh, yeah, yeah. Do you work at the Asian Art Museum? Are you a docent there?”

      Just when I thought we could be friends. “No, but nearby.”

      He stood up quickly and adjusted his jacket. “It’s nice to properly meet you, Abby. I hope to see you around,” he said, smiling, completely oblivious to the barb he had thrown my way earlier. I hoped it wasn’t intentional.

      I politely said goodbye and headed back to my car. It was time to pay my friend, Dr. Timothy Green, a visit.
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      Detective Pete Sokolov sat at his desk with butcher paper spread out. He was busy picking pieces of flesh off an entire dried mackerel.

      Kang waved his hand in front of his nose. “I should have known you were the source of that smell.”

      “I’m Russian. This is my people’s food. And anyhow, you eat that fermented fish sauce. It’s worse smelling than this.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t eat it every day.” Kang leaned back in his chair and watched his partner and best friend since high school tear away at the fish like a lone piranha. “Hey, remember that lady from the other day? The short Asian one?”

      “The one that took our guy out? Yeah. She’s a looker, that one. Why?”

      “I ran into her again at the dim sum shop.”

      “Maybe she’s following you to make sure you don’t need help,” Sokolov said before letting out a low laugh.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kang waited for the big man sitting across from him to calm down. “I’m serious here. Something’s been bothering me since that day, and I finally figured it out after bumping into her again. She reminds me of someone we know.”

      “You talking about that inspector from a few years ago?”

      “That’s exactly who I’m talking about. What was her name?”

      Sokolov scrunched his eyebrows. “Chu, Chee⁠—”

      “Choi! That’s her name. Inspector Choi.”

      “What about her?”

      Kang shook his head from side to side. “She just really reminds me of her. I don’t know why.”

      “Maybe it’s because she’s short, female and Asian.”

      Kang rolled his eyes. “It’s more than that.”

      Sokolov gripped both flaps along the gut of the fish and tore it open, revealing more of the flesh. “You’ve seen this woman twice, and you think you know her.”

      “Eh, it’s a hunch. Forget about it. What’s new?”

      “Cavanaugh wants to know where we’re at on those two bodies that popped up last week.”

      “I think we have to tell him what we’re thinking.”

      “You remember what happened the last time we went that route?” Sokolov spit a bone between his two fingers before brushing his hands together.

      “Yeah, and we were right.”

      “I’m not so sure he remembers it that way, regardless of what ended up happening.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are the two of you trying to blow my diet? You know damn well that food is my go-to in stressful situations.” Captain Richard Cavanaugh stood there behind his desk with both hands on his hips, his belly hanging over the front of his belt buckle and his face projecting a look of disbelief.

      “I’m just saying that findings are pointing this direction and we think we need to start looking at one guy here,” Kang answered evenly, not wanting to worsen the situation any further.

      “I’m not seeing it. Make it clear for me.”

      Words sputtered out of Kang’s mouth as he sat perched on the edge of the chair, waving his arms like a conductor who was desperate to keep his symphony from straying. “This isn’t random,” Kang continued. “The killer knows what he’s doing.” He held up a hand and began a count. “Our male vic had almost all of his gold teeth removed. His other jewelry and money was left untouched. He wasn’t beaten. There were no witnesses. He died quickly from a knife across the neck. Our second vic, she had her finger removed⁠—”

      “She was robbed. According to her husband, there was a diamond ring on her finger,” Cavanaugh blurted.

      “Hold on. If that’s all the person wanted, why kill her? Why leave a body that could come back to bite them in the butt? A true robber doesn’t want that headache.”

      “Maybe he didn’t want to be identified.”

      “Nah, it’s too easy to steal and get away with it. An older white woman like that probably thinks all brown people look alike.”

      “I’m not buying it, but please, continue,” Cavanaugh said.

      Kang brought his hand back up and continued to rattle off his reasons. “She had other jewelry on her, all of it left untouched. She was also killed quickly and efficiently with a knife to the neck. I’m telling you, this person knows how to kill. The mutilation of the body is part of the ritual.”

      “So you’re saying this killer is randomly targeting people and mutilating their body afterward in some weird way?”

      Kang nodded his head. “Yeah, I am.”

      “And what about you?” Cavanaugh looked at Sokolov. “You got anything you wanna add, or are you going to sit there and transfer your thoughts to me telepathically?”

      Sokolov gritted his teeth. “I agree with everything my partner says.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      Cavanaugh couldn’t argue with Kang’s assessment. It was textbook profiling, and the facts actually made a case for it. He sat down behind his desk, pissed at the idea of another possible serial killer in his neck of the woods.

      Kang gave his partner that I-told-you-so look. Right before they entered Cavanaugh’s office, he mentioned, “This will piss him off, but not because innocent people are in danger. He doesn’t want the attention the word ‘serial’ would bring to the case.”

      He was right. Having a serial killer brought the scrutiny of the higher-ups. Plus they were harder to catch.

      “The last time I suggested Chinatown had a serial killer, I was right,” Kang said, breaking the silence.

      “I remember,” Cavanaugh spat. “I also remember that you had help closing the case.”

      “It would have been easier if you hadn’t forced me to work the cases separately for so long,” Kang fired back. He held Cavanaugh’s gaze.

      Sokolov saw that the situation was at a standstill. He stood up and clasped his hands together. “Okay. We continue working the case on our assumption, and you get us some help.”

      With that said, he turned and walked out of the office.
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      Traffic that afternoon wasn’t much of a problem. I used Polk Street to cut across town, and it rewarded me with traffic light jackpot. I smiled at the green signals until I reached Market Street. The medical examiner’s office was located on Bryant, only a couple stops farther.

      I hadn’t seen Timothy Green since my last visit regarding a dead DEA agent. I received a couple of follow-up emails from him, and that was it. He was a nice man, however eccentric at times, and I did look forward to seeing him again. On my way over, I called his office to let them know I would be there shortly, hoping to avoid a long stay in their dull waiting room.

      When I entered the office, Green was waiting for me with a smile. “Hello, Agent. I’m happy to see you again,” he said, a hair above a whisper. He waited until I got closer before extending his hand.

      “Good to see you, too, Doctor.” His hand was soft but cold.

      He looked like I remembered. Shaggy brown hair, Ben Franklin specs, earring in the left ear, and a height that I was fond of: about even with mine. His lab coat still looked two sizes too big—his hand disappeared like a turtle’s head when he lowered his arm.

      “So you’re here about the hiker?”

      “I am.”

      We stood there a bit longer—him smiling, me wondering. “Can I see the body?” I finally asked. Quirky doesn’t even begin to describe this guy.

      “Yes. Follow me, please.”

      Green led me down the same corridor I remembered from my last visit. As our footsteps echoed in the sterile hallway, he was more interested in hearing about my morning than in talking about the body.

      “My day’s been okay so far,” I said pleasantly. “I have no complaints.”

      “Well, I hope it stays that way.” He stopped and pushed open a door, allowing me to enter first. Before I could even react to the smell, he handed me a bottle of lemon oil.

      “I remembered,” he said, grinning at me like a golden retriever that had just brought the ball back.

      “Thanks.” I smiled and dabbed a bit under my nose. He pointed to the first autopsy table, sparing me the walk by the other five tables, each with a corpse.

      “Busy day, huh?”

      He looked down the row of bodies. “Yes, it’s that time of the year.”

      “What time of the year?”

      “Dying time.” He smiled at me. “Medical examiner joke,” he said as he chuckled to himself.

      I chuckled. “What can you tell me about the girl?”

      He pulled back the green sheet, revealing a nude woman with a large gash in her chest. “I’ve only just begun my investigation, so forgive me if I can’t yet answer every one of your questions. Now, as you can see, the victim received direct, sharp force trauma to the chest area by a small axe.” He looked up at me over his glasses. “You’ve seen the picture of the weapon?”

      “I have.”

      He pointed at the gaping wound in Piper’s chest. “The opening is clean, and I don’t mean hygienically. Well, it is clean, because I cleaned it but that’s not what I mean. What I’m trying to say is the victim received one blow. You see, repeated blows don’t always follow the same course of trajectory; some are off to the left while others are a little off to the right. That can leave a jagged edge around the wound.” He took a large forceps and ran it along the edge of the opening. “You see how straight that is?”

      “Yeah. So the attacker killed her with one chop?”

      “Well, yes. But the amount of damage caused by this one-time blow needed to be enough to kill the victim quickly. Now, it is possible to survive a blow to the chest with an axe. And that reason is because most people don’t understand how hard it is to drive an axe this far into the body.” He waved his index finger at me. “Don’t believe what you see in the movies.”

      Green picked up a chest spreader, which basically looked like a pair of large, stainless steel, salad tongs, and stuck it into the wound, prying it open.

      “Come closer. See how deep it is?”

      I leaned over for a better look, my face now inches from Green’s. When I didn’t hear more observational notes coming from the doctor, I turned my attention to him and found him looking directly into my eyes.

      “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way,” he started, “but you have a most unique green hue to your eyes.”

      Green had caught me off guard, even more so since we were clearly deep into each other’s personal space. I expected an observation about the body, not my eye color. “And the victim? What do you think about her?”

      Green smiled sheepishly. “Oh, yes, the entry point. The depth of the trauma is what I find interesting. Here, the axe not only penetrated the sternum, which is no small feat, but it then severed the superior vena cava and the inferior vena cava, the two large veins that move blood into the heart. It continued right through the lower two ventricles of the heart and even cut into the primary bronchus of the right lung. With this sort of damage, the victim died within seconds.”

      I leaned back, having seen enough. “So what does that mean? That our killer is a guy? A big strong one?”

      “No, not necessarily,” he said, removing the tongs and allowing the gap to close. “When I said it’s possible to survive an axe wound to the chest, I said that because the sternum, or breastbone, normally would have served its purpose and prevented the blade from entering the chest very far. Unlike a pointy object, an axe, even though the blade is quite thin, has a larger surface mass. The larger the object, the more force needed to penetrate.”

      “I’m not sure I’m getting the point you’re trying to make, except that a strong person did this.”

      “What I’m saying is yes, you need a lot of force, but not a lot of strength. If you, Agent Kane, took an axe, wound up and swung as hard as you could, you would probably do the same damage we see here. The key is knowing you need to wind up.”

      I smiled at Green, realizing what he was trying to tell me in his puzzling way. “This isn’t the first time our killer has swung an axe into a person’s chest.”

      “It’s the only way he would know to wind up. A first-timer wouldn’t think to.”

      Green’s observation told me one thing: I had a possible serial killer on my hands and my one-off homicide just blew up into a big deal. I thanked Green for his time, and he promised to update me on his findings but said he’d already told me “the juicy stuff, no pun intended.”

      Before I exited the autopsy room, he stopped me. “Excuse me, Agent Kane.”

      I looked back. “Yes?”

      “Would you mind having dinner with me?”

      With a question like that, I sort of expected him to stutter, or look away, or fidget with his pockets or pen, but he didn’t. He just stood there, totally relaxed with his eyes holding still on me.

      For the second time in one day, Dr. Timothy Green had caught me off guard. He was a nice person but not the type of guy I normally found myself attracted to. Not that my track record with men is anything to brag about. I had to admit, though, his boldness impressed me. “Would you accept a cup of coffee instead?”

      If I had disappointed him with that answer, he certainly didn’t show it. He only smiled and nodded before saying he would be in touch.
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      While I had made decent progress that first day, I hadn’t anticipated that my victim might be connected to others. I had a lot of work ahead of me but I knew the drill. Boy, did I know the drill.

      Initially, I had thought about calling it a day and heading home but decided otherwise after my visit with Green and dropping the laptop off at the bureau. It was nearing four in the afternoon. If I hurried, I could get a jump on the Golden Gate Bridge traffic. With sunset nearing eight, I would still have plenty of daylight to survey the crime scene.

      One of the park rangers at Muir Woods had left a detailed map of where the body was found, but I wasn’t in the mood to play find-the-location. I put a call in to the ranger, and he said he would meet me at the park office near the entrance.

      Forty minutes later, I was removing a duffel bag from the trunk of my vehicle when I heard a voice call out. “Agent!”

      My head turned to the left, and a bearded man in a uniform about thirty yards away waved at me. He wore the standard, gray shirt and dark green pants with that all too familiar Smokey hat. He also had a smile that projected a good distance. I waved back and headed toward him. He waited with both hands on his hips.

      “Thanks for meeting me.” I extended my hand. “I’m Agent Abby Kane.”

      “It’s not a problem,” he said, giving me two prompt shakes. “I’m happy to help. I’m Elijah Finch, but you can call me Finch. Everyone around here does.”

      “How did you know I was the agent?”

      “You’re the only one wearing a suit. I have to say,” he motioned to my feet with his eyes, “I’m a little concerned about your lack of proper foot gear.”

      I held up my duffel bag. “I always keep a change of clothes in the trunk in case something like this happens. If you have a place I could change quickly, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Sure thing. You can change at the office and leave your belongings there.”

      Finch let a couple of eager tourists slip by us on their way to see the tallest living things on earth before moving forward.

      “How late is the park open?” I asked as I followed.

      “Well, daylight savings just went into effect, so we’re open until eight every night.”

      “Do people normally stay so late?”

      “Oh, yeah. The park is very popular. I’d say right now there are about a hundred people hiking along the main trail and thirty or so still on the outer trails.” He looked down at his watch. “They have three hours to get out, or they’re spending the night.”

      “Is that allowed?”

      “Camping and picnicking in the park aren’t allowed, but there are trails that go in and out of the park and lead to a few camping areas. Have you been here before?”

      “I have, actually. I’ve brought my kids a few times, but we’ve always visited in the morning and only for a few hours.”

      “That’s very typical for most visitors.”

      He led me into the park’s office and pointed out the bathroom. There, I made my quick change into a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, cross trainers, and a hoodie.

      “Be sure you use the bathroom while you’re in there,” I heard him call through the door. “It’ll take us about forty-five minutes to get to the location.”

      Finch wasn’t kidding when he said forty-five minutes. The hike wasn’t hard, and it was scenic; I can’t say I didn’t enjoy looking at the tall redwoods. The woods smelled fresh and seemed untouched by mankind. I almost forgot why I was there. We approached a sign stating the trail was unsafe and hikers needed to turn around.

      “What’s wrong with the trail?” I asked.

      “Nothing. We were instructed to keep people from trampling through or near the crime scene during the investigation. We didn’t think draping the area with yellow tape was a great idea. An unsafe trail works better as a deterrent; people won’t think there’s something exciting to look at and sneak in for a peek. The location is up ahead and off to the left.”

      We walked another thirty feet, and then Finch led me off the trail and around a large boulder. We traversed the uneven ground for about fifteen feet before we spilled into an open area. It was beautiful, perfect for a private picnic.

      “I take it this isn’t part of the trail.”

      “It’s not. She must have noticed it during her hike.”

      “I wonder how many people know about this spot.”

      “Not many. There is virtually no wear and tear on the ground.”

      How on earth did Agent House stumble upon this place? I knew at some point I would need to hear the story straight from her. I scanned for anything unusual as I walked the area. I stopped when I came upon the area where the victim had died. The leaves on the ground were still stained with her blood. I noticed a few boot prints. There was no mention of them in House’s report, so I figured trampling law enforcement had left them.

      I turned to Finch. “Did you see the body while it was still here?”

      “I did.”

      “What were your first impressions?”

      “That it was a terrible thing to have happened to that young lady. Agent, I’ll be honest with you.” He shoved both hands into the back pockets of his trousers. “Dead bodies aren’t something we find around here. Even with the extensive hiking, the trails aren’t difficult and there are no dangers of falling off a cliff. The most we’ll encounter is a twisted ankle. I could splint the heck out of a limb better than I could solve a crime.”

      I was beginning to understand the finger pointing, at least from the perspective of the Park Service.

      “Do you think it’d be easy to kill someone on one of these back trails?”

      “On a few of the trails, yes. But most of them have a good amount of traffic.”

      “What about this one, Fern Creek?”

      “It’s one of the many trails that can lead a person into and out of the park. Right where we’re standing is the edge of the park boundary. We have a couple of backdoors into the park. The Lost Trail is one of them. Keep following Fern Creek and you’ll run smack into that trail. She could have found her way in via that route. But to answer your question, yes, someone could have easily done this without being seen. This is a popular trail, but some days, there are only a handful of people on it, even on a weekend.”

      “So someone might have passed Piper on the trail.”

      “Yes. I imagine if the news stations picked up the story, you might find someone. I think most people would remember a girl like that if they passed her by.”

      I had to agree with Finch. Six-foot tall model types may not stand out on the sidewalks of New York, but they would on a hiking trail in Marin County. “Piper was a tourist on her first visit to Muir Woods. Seems a little fishy that she somehow found herself in this spot.”

      “You think someone forced her to this location?”

      “It’s possible, but they’d first have to make their way along the busy main trail. I don’t see how you can force someone through that crowd.”

      Finch nodded.

      Piper most likely came to the park with someone she had met in San Francisco. I knew she had left the hostel alone but it was apparent that she had hiked with someone. I didn’t believe Piper was the victim of a random crime. She went to the park with someone else that day, and that person was opportunistic.
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      A couple of days had passed since the Carlsons had read the riddle. Jerry was eager to get on with their next task, but for that to happen, he needed to figure out what the message meant. Vicki wasn’t as good as Jerry when it came to deciphering the clues, and he suspected part of her lack of ability had to do with the fact that she didn’t want to rush things and leave the city.

      Jerry sat quietly in the hotel room while drinking coffee. He and his wife had spent the day shopping and were back for an afternoon nap. She was the only one occupying the bed. Jerry chose, instead, to take advantage of the quiet time and the fresh pot of brew he had ordered from room service to think through the riddle.

      Good fortune comes in many forms. Find the right one for your next clue. Jerry repeated that thought while he sipped the hot and black. Every riddle they had received thus far had something to do with San Francisco, particularly the city’s Chinatown neighborhood. No other instructions were included; figuring stuff out was part of the process. They knew each riddle would lead them to a specific location where they would receive the answer to unlock their next task.

      Fortune… fortune…

      His body jerked and his eyes widened. It’s so obvious: fortune cookies. Every Chinese restaurant serves them after a meal, but which one?

      Jerry moved over to the desk and searched for popular Chinese restaurants on his laptop. He scanned the results, hoping something from the name or location would jump out at him, but nothing did. There has to be a better way of narrowing it down.

      He revised his search for restaurants only in the Chinatown area but it didn’t help much. Most of the same restaurants appeared. He tried adding “delivery” to his search, but nothing about the results told him anything useful still. Frustrated, Jerry looked at his wife; his sleeping beauty lay calmly under the covers, unaware of his irritation at not having a sounding board to help.

      Maybe I’m coming at this wrong, he continued with his thoughts. Many forms… Flavors? There are different flavors. I’ve seen chocolate-covered ones. Still, the problem was who and where. And that’s when he realized it wasn’t about all the places that served fortune cookies.

      On a hunch, he typed “manufacturing fortune cookies in San Francisco” into the search field. Bingo! The Golden Gate Fortune Cookie Factory popped up, and it was in Chinatown. That’s it! It’s gotta be. Jerry mentally patted himself on the back for his cleverness before draining the last of the coffee from his cup. It was time to wake his lovely up.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he had figured out their destination, Jerry had dragged Vicki out of bed and into Chinatown. This time, he also wore his disguise: a pair of glasses and a mustache. It was important to Jerry that he and Vicki conceal their identities when meeting with their contact. She said he was being paranoid, that it didn’t matter, but he insisted. As they walked north on Grant Street, she monitored the map on her phone. “We need to make a left on Jackson, and then it’s the next left after that.”

      They continued to the intersection, turned left and walked half a block uphill where they found themselves looking at an alley. “Is it on a street? I would think a place of business would have their front door facing the street.”

      Vicki frowned at the phone. “Well, it says it’s the very next left. It doesn’t say if it’s a road or alley.”

      Jerry ignored the alleyway and told her to follow him as he continued up the hill to Stockton Avenue. He made a left and started looking for the Golden Gate Fortune Cookie Factory.

      “We passed it,” she blurted. “According to the map, it’s back where we were, in that alley.”

      “Let me see that phone,” he ordered. But to his surprise, the map clearly showed they had passed it.

      “I told you so.”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes these maps have the wrong information and⁠—”

      Vicki didn’t wait for her husband to finish his sentence. She turned around and marched back down the street. By then, Jerry had caught up. In the alley they passed a florist and a small fruit market, even a print shop.

      “See? There are businesses here.” They kept on walking until they reached the other end on Washington Street.

      “Well, I didn’t see any giant factory,” he said smugly. “Think about it; how could a factory fit in such a small area?”

      Again, Vicki ignored her husband and retraced her steps. This time, he didn’t follow. As far as he was concerned, she was wasting time. He pulled out his own phone with a plan to call the factory for directions, but before he could dial, he heard a big laugh coming from the alley.

      He looked up and saw his wife waving her hands over her head. “It’s right here. We walked right past it.”

      Can’t be. Jerry headed to where his wife stood, and sure enough, above a single glass door where one wouldn’t think to look, there hung a red and yellow sign that read “Golden Gate Fortune Cookie Factory.” The glass door was dirty and covered with smudges, which helped camouflage what was behind it. The nondescript entrance looked more like the backdoor to someone’s apartment than what Jerry had pictured in his head.

      Vicki pushed open the door, and the smell of baked vanilla and caramel flooded her nostrils. “Mmmm, it smells delicious.”

      The space was tiny, no larger than a long narrow apartment. Bags of fortune cookies for sale overflowed from the shelving near the entrance. Down the middle of the factory were three women sitting behind tables with metal contraptions that resembled waffle irons. They were busy making fortune cookies.

      Jerry leaned in toward his wife. “You mean to tell me these three women make all the fortune cookies?”

      “I guess,” she responded.

      A rope prevented the Carlsons from venturing any farther inside. Nearby, an old man sat in a chair and smiled at them. Next to him, in shaky handwriting, was a sign that asked visitors to pay fifty cents to take a picture. Vicki immediately opened her purse, fished out two quarters and turned them over to the old man. She then stood next to the closest woman making cookies and smiled. Jerry snapped a picture on his phone and on Vicki’s camera, for which the old man asked for another fee.

      Jerry started to grumble.

      “Just pay the man,” Vicki ordered. “It’s only fifty cents.”

      Jerry grabbed a bag of cookies, handed the man four dollars and fifty cents and then whispered, “Chasing Chinatown.”

      The old man nodded, stood up and walked to the back of the factory. A minute later he returned and handed Jerry a red fortune cookie. Jerry cracked it open and read the fortune before turning to his wife with a grin on his face. “We have our answer.”
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      The neighborhood I called home, North Beach, had the nickname “Little Italy” thanks to the large number of Italian immigrants who had settled there long ago. It’s still home to numerous Italian restaurants and delis, my favorite being Fanelli’s on Columbus Avenue near Washington Square. We lived a couple of blocks away from the square in an old Victorian on Pfeiffer Street. I liked the area. It was quiet, and the neighbors were nice and respectful. It felt like home to me.

      I parked my Impala directly outside our house, like I always did. Before I made it to the front door, I could hear Lucy laughing inside. I looked at my watch: 8:00 p.m. She should be getting ready for bed.

      I opened the door and spotted my little one sitting on the stairs in her PJs.

      “Hi, Mommy,” she said as she waved.

      I brought my left wrist up and tapped at my watch. “Shouldn’t someone already be in bed?”

      “I was waiting for you to come home.”

      That’s all she needed to say to have me ditch the tough Mommy attitude. I put my purse down and climbed the stairs with my arms out to give her a long hug. “Mommy’s missed you. Have you been good?”

      “Yes,” she said with exaggerated nods.

      “Did you finish all your dinner?”

      More exaggerated nods.

      “Have you brushed your teeth yet?”

      That time she grinned and shook her head. “Nooooooooo.”

      I pointed to the top of the stairs. “Get moving.” I patted her behind. “Brush your teeth. I’ll come by later to tuck you into bed.”

      I watched her scramble up the stairs until she rounded the corner before I headed into the kitchen, where I knew I would find Po Po.

      “Oh, you home. Good. I made noodles for dinner. I warm some up for you.”

      My mother-in-law practically lived in the kitchen. Having her bedroom next door only encouraged it. I knew it was nearing her bedtime, so I told her not to worry. She had already changed into her nightwear. Maybe. I should really learn the difference between that blue dress and that blue nightgown.

      I usually try to get home by 5:30 p.m. On days I’m running late, which I try very hard not to do, I call and give her the heads up. Being late means I most likely missed out on walking the kids—well, Lucy anyway— home from school. On days I was able to meet them at school, Ryan took the opportunity to walk home with his friends. If work was hectic, I would text him, and he had the responsibility of walking his sister home before he could hang out with his friends. It would be that way until Lucy was eighteen.

      Po Po ignored what I said and put a plate of noodles into the microwave. “While that’s warming up,” I said, “I’ll tuck Lucy into bed and check in on Ryan.”

      “Don’t take long. Microwave only need three minutes.”

      I hurried up the stairs. Lucy had just walked out of the bathroom, so I made like a monster and chased her into her room.

      “How come you’re home so late?” she asked as she climbed into bed and slipped under her covers.

      “Mommy had to go to Muir Woods. Remember the park we went to with the really tall trees?”

      “Oh, yeah. My neck hurt from looking at them.”

      “That’s right; it did.”

      She yawned, and I took that opportunity to bring the covers up to her neck before giving her a kiss goodnight. Her eyes were slowly closing. Yes! I stood up and turned off the lights. “Sweet dreams.”

      I closed the door behind me and let go a couple of fist pumps. It had been a while since I’d had one of those right-to-bed moments. Usually she pummeled me with a series of “why” questions, or begged for a story, or the infectious giggles would attack her. But as she got older, the stalling happened less and less. Even the tantrums were fewer and farther between. Bedtime was becoming a natural occurrence and not a chore.

      She went down quickly, so I was sure I had at least another minute or two left on the microwave timer. I stuck my head in Ryan’s room. Empty. When he wasn’t there, he could be found on the third floor. We had converted half of the top floor into a media/playroom, and he had taken to doing homework and playing up there so Lucy wouldn’t bother him. He had her convinced that the floor was haunted, so she never ventured higher than the second floor. I’m sure some psychological damage was taking place, but hey, if it got Ryan to study, great. I would deal with the fallout later.

      Ryan sat at the desk, his back to me, while he listened to music on his phone. When I placed my hand on his shoulder, he jumped, and I let out a laugh. “Got you!”

      “Abby,” he moaned, “I’m trying to study.”

      “And I’m trying to say hello.” I gave him a hug and kiss. “History?” I asked.

      “Reading comprehension,” he corrected.

      “How’s it coming along?”

      “Pretty good. It’s one of my easier subjects. Math is the toughest.”

      Ha! Stereotype debunked. I pity the fool that tries to copy off my kid during a math test. He’s following in my footsteps. I pinched myself as a reminder to look into a math tutor for him. I really didn’t want him to struggle in any of his subjects.

      I noticed a bruise on the back of his neck. “What happened here?” I asked, pulling his collar down a bit.

      “Judo.”

      “Someone do a move the wrong way?”

      “Sort of. We were practicing flips, and my partner didn’t execute well enough. The back of my neck hit his knee.”

      “Ouch.” I touched it gently. “Does it hurt?”

      “No.”

      Ryan had come a long way from the little, whiny boy I remembered when we first met. I like to think I toughened the kid up and that his father was looking down at us with a smile. Judo, however, was the driving force behind his newfound confidence. He’d even started to take an interest in coming to the gym and hitting the heavy bag with me. I remember one day he got cocky and suggested we spar. It might have had something to do with him coming home after 5:00 p.m. on a school day and me doling out a week of no Internet, except for homework, as punishment. I told him, “Fine. Let’s go.”

      We both entered the ring. Ryan had a silly grin on his face and started moving his feet back and forth like a boxer. He jerked his head from side to side. I suspected he thought I would take it easy on him. I didn’t.

      The entire session lasted a few seconds. He threw a jab and came up short. I followed up with a straight right and flattened his nose. I didn’t draw blood, but I had made sure to put a little heat behind it, enough to sting. It was a friendly reminder to never underestimate his mother and taught him a lesson that girls are as tough as boys. That day also had me remembering how my father gave me my first black eye. It was his way of saying, “Come on. It’s time you learn how to box.”

      I knew my father loved me, even if his ways of showing it were unconventional. He wanted two things for me: to be independent and to be able to protect myself. “If you can master those skills,” he constantly repeated, “you’ll be able to handle whatever life throws your way.” I liked to think I was instilling the same virtues in Ryan.

      As I left Ryan to his schoolwork and headed back downstairs, my phone started to ring. I removed it from my back pocket and answered, only to hear the haunting voice I hadn’t heard in over a year.

      “Ab-by.”

      The Monster!

      The Monster was the nickname earned by one of the FBI’s most wanted. I thought it fitting and refused to call him anything else. That’s what he was, and it’s what he deserved to be called. It had been over a year since I had last spoken to him, right before he slipped through our grasp. We never could confirm whether he left the country or even the state. It was like he vanished into thin air, never to be seen or heard from again. I had just stepped off the stairs onto the second level of our home when I responded.

      “I would call you by your name, but you don’t deserve that. They still call you Monster, or is it Prick nowadays?”

      “Ah, you still have that mouth of yours.”

      “And you’re still a scared man on the run.” I moved quickly down the hall to the window that looked out over the front of our house. I gently parted the curtain and peeked, watching for any sort of movement in the shadows. Part of me thought he might have never left the city, but I knew that was unlikely. We had his picture blasted on every news station and newspaper in the state of California. Someone would have seen him. Hearing his voice again had me wondering how he had stayed underground for such a long period of time.

      “Run? Who’s running?”

      “You mean to tell me you’re still in the country?”

      “Country? Why, Ab-by, I’m in your backyard.”

      My stomach dropped, and my heart lurched from my chest. I spun around and bolted down the hallway, then down the stairs two at a time. I still had my weapon holstered underneath my hoodie, and within seconds, I had it drawn. I sprinted by Po Po, telling her to stay in the kitchen. I didn’t bother peeking out the back door, choosing instead to flip the light switch and burst onto the screened-in porch. It took seconds to clear the area before I moved into the yard itself. My heart thumped against my chest, and every sense I had remained on high alert. My breathing was elevated, but I remained focused. I hoped he had made the dumb mistake of showing up at my home. If you had asked me earlier how I would have reacted in this situation, I couldn’t have told you. But that night, I discovered I was angry. How dare that bastard come onto my property and threaten my family and me?

      I could hear the faint sound of laughter as I turned around searching the yard for him. It took a moment before I realized he was still on the phone I had shoved into the front pocket of my hoodie.

      “Ab-by? Can you hear me?”

      I brought the phone up to my ear.

      “Guess what? I’m not there.” More laughter. “You want to know what the best part is? The next time I call, you won’t know whether I’m toying with you or not.”
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      That same night Jerry and Vicki were out on the town, taking in San Francisco’s eclectic nightlife. They had caught a show at the Curran Theater and were enjoying a few cocktails at Bourbon and Branch, a speakeasy on Jones Street.

      “What a charming bar,” Jerry said as he looked around.

      It certainly wasn’t typical. For one, reservations were needed to receive a password to get in, as well as to receive the address. From the outside, a passerby saw only an unmarked door: no window, no sign, nothing. However, inside was quite the opposite. It was plush and ornate. The floors, booths, bar, and built-in bookcases were all fashioned out of polished wood. The wood finishes played up the era of Prohibition, but the lighting and crushed red velvet patterns lining one of the walls kept the vibe current and hip.

      Unlike a bar packed with standing room only, this one had individual booths. According to the house rules, standing wasn’t allowed around the bar—sitting only. And patrons took the term speakeasy literally. Everyone spoke in hushed tones, much like Jerry imagined they had back in those days.

      Vicki beamed back at her husband. “Isn’t the whole secret entrance so cool?”

      “It is. I quite like it.” Jerry looked at his watch before picking up his glass and swirling the amber liquor around.

      “What’s the matter, honey? You don’t want to leave, do you?”

      “No, not at all. But I’m wondering if we’ll find what we’re looking for here. It’s almost midnight, and as much as I love this place, we have a task at hand.” He was always the more pragmatic of the two.

      “Well, I, for one, wouldn’t mind having to extend our stay a bit longer if we had to,” Vicki replied before taking a sip of her drink.

      “I know you love it here, dear, but we can’t stay forever.”

      Vicki relaxed her shoulders and held her glass with two hands. “I’m just so enjoying our time,” she said with a pout before turning it into a smile and singing the city’s famous song.

      “Speaking of leaving your heart in San Francisco,” Jerry said, triggering a burst of laughter from the two of them.

      Vicki followed that up with, “Thump. Thump.”

      Anyone sitting next to them and hearing the conversation would think nothing of it except maybe that they were having a good time and cracking a few inside jokes between them. Pretty normal stuff, except the Carlsons weren’t normal people.

      They were in San Francisco, and they had a quota to fulfill—three down, two more to go. The way Vicki saw it, there wasn’t any real rush; they were supposed to be on an adventure full of fun. So what if they played tourist a bit longer than they had planned? It hurt no one, and it gave their victims an extra day or two of life.

      But now that they had their next directive, Jerry had become extremely focused. The answer they received earlier in the day from the fortune cookie factory was the word “heart.” It allowed them to unlock their fourth objective, which called for them to leave someone’s heart in San Francisco. He couldn’t help but start planning. The kill was hardwired into him. Vicki as well, but she had an easier time controlling her appetite. Once Jerry fell into kill mode, there was no switching it off.

      Vicki held up her rocks glass. “Here’s to finding a heart, whether it be tonight, tomorrow or the next day.”

      Jerry nodded and tinked his glass against hers.

      Vicki watched her husband. His concentrated stare in his glass, the bouncing of his left leg, the biting of his lower lip—she knew all the signs. She had done her best to prolong the inevitable, but it wasn’t like she didn’t look forward to what was coming up. She did. And thinking about it while watching her husband started to stoke her internal desires. She, too, would become cold and calculating. When she shifted into the same state of mind as her husband, she was equally as dangerous. Even Jerry wasn’t safe. But he was unaware of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I gave Reilly the heads up about the phone call.

      “Sheesh, Abby. Are you okay?” He sat up in his chair, and his eyes softened with concern, something I didn’t always see from him.

      “I’m fine,” I answered. “To be honest, I was shaken at first, but only because the call came unexpectedly.”

      “Of course. That’s a natural response. Remember, people like him are cowards. That’s why they do their tormenting while hiding. He’s a weak and pathetic man.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more with Reilly. I wasn’t afraid of the Monster but knowing that sicko was out there and I had to constantly watch my back was an irritation. I wanted nothing more than to put a slug in his head.

      “Is that all he said?” Reilly asked, leaning back and drumming the armrest of his chair.

      “Yeah. And then he kept laughing. I have no idea if he’s still in the city or not. I didn’t detect any background noise, and he called from a blocked number.”

      “I can look into getting a security detail outside your house⁠—”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “You want a new number?”

      I took a moment to think about Reilly’s offer. “No. I want to stay in touch with him. It’ll keep me on my toes. Plus, if he feels like he can keep calling me, he might make a mistake, and that’s how we’ll get him.”

      Reilly lowered his glasses from his head to his nose. “All right. Keep me posted on the calls.”

      He looked down at his laptop and started to type but realized I was still sitting across from him. “Is there something else?”

      “Uh, actually, you called me in here, but I brought up the phone call, and we never got around to why you called me in here.”

      Reilly threw both hands up in the air. “You’re right. Sorry, been a little distracted lately.”

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Listen, I received a call the other day from a Captain Richard Cavanaugh from SFPD, Central District. He said he has two detectives working a couple of homicides, and they’re of the opinion that they might have a serial killer on their hands.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He didn’t go into the details too much, but he asked for a meeting with his two detectives and us. He wants our take on their reasoning. If it seems likely that they are right, he wants to know if we could help them out with a profile on their killer. As I told you yesterday, you’re our best when it comes to stuff like this. Will you meet with them?”

      “Sure. Not a problem.”

      “By the way, how’s the investigation on that hiker coming along?”

      “It’s coming. I’ll have more to convey later today after I do a little more digging.”

      Reilly nodded and went back to typing on his laptop, and I went back to my desk.

      I was curious about the detectives’ findings, since I had come to a similar conclusion with the Taylor case. I dialed the Oakland offices and asked for Agent House.

      “Abby, good to hear from you. How are you and the family doing?”

      “I’m doing well. The kids are busy with school, and well, you know my mother-in-law.”

      “That I do,” House said, laughing. “I hear you got lucky and picked up my leftovers.”

      “Yeah, way to stir up the pot and pass it along,” I joked.

      “Seriously, though, I’m sorry you were handed this mess. Who’d’ve thought we’d find a frickin’ body up there?”

      “It’s fine. Listen, I wanted to pick your brain a bit more. Mind if I stop by?”

      “Sure. I’m in the office all day.”

      Time was a factor, so there was no sense in putting off our meeting. I sent a couple of emails and stopped by the ladies’ room before leaving. As I was about to enter the elevator, I heard someone call my name.

      “Agent Kane.”

      I turned around and saw a man, a young recruit straight out of the Academy, hurrying my way.

      “Agent Kane?” he called out once more. This time his voice wavered.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m glad I caught you. Special Agent Reilly wants to see you right away in his office.”

      “About what?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure.” He looked a little flustered. Poor thing, he only started last week. Heck, even I couldn’t remember the guy’s name. “I know he has a couple of SFPD detectives in his office.”

      That was fast. “All right. Thanks,” I said and gave him a pat to his arm.

      As I reached Reilly’s office, I heard voices I didn’t recognize. One was loud, boisterous and had an accent, and the other… Well, it wasn’t anything—just forgettable.

      As I turned into Reilly’s office, I immediately stopped as if a force field had prevented my advancement. What I saw made me feel like I was teleported into an episode of The Twilight Zone, because standing in front of me, with that toothy grin of his, was Detective Kyle Kang.
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      To an outsider, it must have looked like an old-time vaudeville act, with Kang pointing at me as he struggled to get at least one coherent word out of his mouth. “Wait, you work here?” He finally managed.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Apparently you still need my help.”

      “You’re an agent?”

      “I know. You were hoping for free tickets to the museum, right?”

      His partner had put two and two together and burst into big belly laughs.

      Reilly was in the dark. “I guess you guys know each other,” he offered.

      “Detective Kang and I have met on a few occasions, though I believe this is the first time he’s discovering that I work for the FBI.”

      “Agent Kane is our best when it comes to cases involving heinous and sexual crimes,” Reilly told Kang and his partner, “especially those involving a serial killer. She also has a tremendous understanding of how criminal organizations work, having run the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau back in Hong Kong.”

      “Hong Kong?” Kyle repeated.

      “That’s right. Abby joined the Bureau about four years ago.”

      “Give or take a few months,” I added.

      “Look, Detectives, I’m doing your captain a favor here and allowing my agent to lend her expertise to your case,” Reilly piped up. “You can take it or leave it. We have plenty to do around here.”

      Kang immediately pulled himself together. “No, we’ll take it. I apologize if I came off as not wanting your help. I was caught off guard, that’s all. My partner and I would be happy to hear Agent Kane’s thoughts on our case.”

      “Well, with that said, why you don’t you guys go play nicely?” Reilly suggested, motioning with his hands for us to get out of his office.

      “Follow me,” I said. “We can talk in the conference room.”

      As we walked down the hallway past L-shaped desks and glassed-in offices, I could only imagine what Kang thought—probably that I thought he was an idiot. I didn’t know him well enough to make that judgment. We’d had a series of weird and unusual encounters. That’s all.

      “You guys want something to drink?” I offered as we passed the break room. “Coffee? Soda?”

      “We’re fine, thanks,” Kang replied.

      I led them both into the conference room and shut the door behind us. It had large windows instead of walls. “I hope you don’t mind.” I walked around the room and closed the shades. “I can’t stand it when people peer inside as they walk by.” Neither said anything.

      I took a seat opposite both of them and thought, before getting into the details of their case, I should make peace. We’re all fighting the bad guys. “It’s Detective Sokolov, right?”

      The big Russian nodded.

      “Look,” I continued, “before we get started, I want to apologize if I led you to believe I was someone I wasn’t.”

      “You could have pointed out you were an FBI agent the first day we met,” Kang said.

      I nodded my head. “I could have, but what took place that day wasn’t a federal crime. There was no need to identify myself as a federal agent. I had a duty to help, which I did.”

      The two of them looked at each other, and then back at me.

      “You’re right,” Kang said. “Now that we know what each other does, we can move on.”

      “Great. So fill me in on your case.”

      Kang did most of the talking as he told me about the two bodies, the details of each crime, and how the missing body parts connected the two.

      “And other than the missing finger with the diamond ring, the other jewelry and money were left behind?” I asked.

      “Yes. That’s why we ruled out robbery. Same thing with the man with the missing teeth.”

      “Both victims were killed fast and quietly with a blade.” Sokolov motioned across his neck with his finger. “Our guy knows how to kill.”

      “Exactly,” Kang said, sitting forward in his chair. “That’s why we think it’s the same person. Both victims had the carotid artery in their neck severed. The killer then takes what he needs from the victims and leaves. They die quickly without the ability to call out for help.”

      One didn’t need to be a brain surgeon to see that they were right. I agreed. “You got anything to go on? Witnesses? DNA? Any leads?”

      Both detectives shook their heads.

      “Where were the bodies found?”

      “We found the lady in Fay Park on Russian Hill. According to the husband, she was out walking her dog late at night but never came back. She only lived two houses up the street. The husband figured she swung through the park, so he headed over there.”

      “Why did he think that?”

      “She loved visiting that park, and apparently, she was prone to falling asleep if she sat for too long. Anyway, he finds her sitting on a bench with her throat cut and a finger missing. The dog lay by her feet unharmed.”

      “And the other victim?”

      “Black male. His teeth were found first in a gold pan between Fisherman’s Wharf and Pier 39. We found a body in the water with missing teeth. DNA match confirmed they were his.”

      “No witnesses from that crime scene either?”

      “No,” Kang said.

      “From what you’re telling me, I have no reason not to question your theory. Killing a person and then mutilating the body afterwards or during the process is typical of serial killer behavior. Clearly, there’s some sort of meaning behind the missing body parts or in the way the victims were killed. Removing the victim’s gold teeth and placing them in a gold pan suggests that the killer might be trying to send a message. Do you have a serial killer on your hands?” I tilted my head from side to side. “The evidence supports that theory, but more importantly, you really have nothing else to go on at the moment. What’s missing here is motivation.”

      Kang turned both his palms up. “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that, if you can figure out the motivation, that’ll tell you whether or not this person intends to keep on killing or if it was just a two-body hurrah. Typically, it isn’t labeled a serial killer unless there are three bodies.”

      “So you’re saying we should wait until there are three?”

      “Actually, I don’t agree with that argument. I think you can have two bodies.” I laced my fingers together and placed them on the table. “Look, there are plenty of gang members who have killed more than three people, and yet, they don’t get the label. The reason is motivation. Their killings are either a result of a robbery, retribution, or simply being in the wrong neighborhood. The motivations for those types of deaths aren’t to gain attention or to seek out sexual gratification.”

      “We think he’s collecting body parts.”

      “Now that is motivation that’s more in line with a serial killer.”

      Listening to Kang, I couldn’t help but make comparisons to my own case and wonder if all three crimes could be connected. Whoever killed Piper Taylor had killed before—I knew that much—but I still needed to determine what motivated my killer. Kang thought his killer collected body parts, which was textbook serial killer. As far as I knew, Piper wasn’t missing any limbs or organs. Would that immediately eliminate my victim from being associated with his? I also had to assume that Kang might be wrong.

      “I’m investigating a homicide right now where evidence suggests my killer has killed before.”

      “What homicide?” Kang asked.

      “An FBI agent discovered a body on Mount Tamalpais over the weekend. The victim had an axe sticking out of her chest.”

      “I heard about that one,” Sokolov piped up. “Young girl, like a model, right?”

      “That’s the one.” I filled Kang and Sokolov in on the details of the crime and what I had learned from the medical examiner’s office. After I finished, Kang leaned back in his chair and chewed on his fingernails before speaking. “You’re thinking there might be a connection?”

      “I hadn’t ruled it out yet.”

      “The medical examiner’s theory seems plausible. But you also said no body parts were missing.”

      “There’s the rub. I don’t know now if there is a connection, but three bodies in the same time frame that aren’t gang related is too much, even for the Bay Area. These crimes aren’t typical, and we can’t ignore that.”

      “I agree,” said Kang.

      Sokolov nodded his answer as well.

      “So now what?” Kang asked.

      I’d had no idea the meeting would end that way, but I couldn’t ignore my gut. “I think we should combine our efforts and work the three cases together.”
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      Because we were employed by different law enforcement agencies, it made sense for each of us to retain the lead on our individual cases and continue to share information as we acquired it until something in one of the three cases suggested we work differently. I had to admit, Kang did not come across as an idiot, nor did Sokolov. My impression was quite the opposite. They were nothing like the two detectives I’d gotten saddled with while working a case in Detroit.

      I bade goodbye to Kang and Sokolov, unsure of what I had gotten myself into, and headed out of the building. The Oakland satellite office, where Agent Tracy House was stationed, was my next stop. I wanted to hear her take on the crime and catch up a bit. It had been a while since we had last spent time together. I called ahead to let her know I was on my way and she suggested we meet at the Starbucks around the corner—the air conditioning in the office was on the fritz.

      House arrived before I did and acquired a table in the far back, away from most of the customers. She waved and smiled as I walked toward her and gave me a hug when I reached the table.

      “I got you hot water.” She slid a paper cup toward me.

      “Thanks.” House knew I had a specific taste for a special green tea that I always carried with me. I removed the lid from the cup and dropped a pinch into the water. I returned the cover to let it steep a bit before taking a sip. “I really appreciate you taking the time to talk to me about the case,” I started. “I know your write-ups are detailed and⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, waving her hand. “I totally get it. I’m the same way. What do you want to know?”

      “Walk me through everything as you saw it.”

      House recapped that Saturday morning for me, leaving out no details as I listened and sipped my tea. Only when she finished did I ask my first question.

      “So you don’t think the body was moved there?”

      “I wondered that as well, but I did a perimeter search shortly after finding the body and couldn’t locate any evidence of a body being dragged or even a trail of blood. All bodily fluids were confined to the spot where the body lay.”

      “And you didn’t see the victim until you were in the clearing?”

      “That’s correct. In fact, I wandered into the clearing from the back side. I was on Fern Creek Trail, heading south toward Muir Woods, but veered off it by accident. That’s how I stumbled into that area. Had I stayed on the trail, I wouldn’t have found it. Some hiker would have smelt the decomposition days later, though. You think someone put the body there?”

      “Not really. Ruling it out, I guess.”

      My pieces of the puzzle were starting to grow. Piper met her killer sometime after leaving the hostel. If she headed straight to the ferry building, that left a tiny window where she could have met up with someone. If I closed in on those few hours, eventually I would squeeze the killer into the open.

      “I know the girl left the hostel alone, so she had to have come into contact with someone she trusted to hike with along the way.”

      House leaned forward in her chair. “So possible meeting points are the ports from where the ferry leaves and arrives, the ride across the Bay and the park.”

      “There’s one more place. Earlier, I questioned a girl that works at the hostel. She said Piper mentioned a store that sold organic cotton candy.”

      “Organic?” A look of discontent appeared on House’s face.

      I didn’t blame her. I, too, found it a bit ridiculous.

      “Looks like you know what you need to do.” House made a wringing motion with her two hands.

      I pursed my lips before speaking. “I do wonder whether she knew her killer before that day or if she actually met the person on that trip.”

      “Most likely a man: an extremely charming one,” House said. “Piper was pretty, probably received a lot of attention, and the right kind could have caused her to lower her guard.”

      “She also traveled alone. Solo travelers are usually open to the idea of doing something with other travelers.”

      House nodded in agreement. “Cost saving could have brought them together. How did they get to the park from the Sausalito? Bus? Taxi?”

      “The girl from the hostel mentioned a bus, but I don’t think this was about saving money. She met someone she took a liking to, and they decided to travel to Muir Woods together.”

      “I would suggest that perhaps the death was accidental, and the person is on the run out of fear. But I saw that axe.” House paused. “Looked pretty darn intentional,” she finally said.

      “Sure did. I don’t even think the killing was a spur of the moment thing. I think the killer spotted Piper and decided she would be the victim.” I quickly filled House in on what I had learned at the medical examiner’s office.

      “So you have a guy who’s killed before. He likes girls, tall pretty ones. If you want, I can run a check and see if we get a hit for other tall, pretty girls found dead, axe or not.”

      “That would be helpful.”

      “Makes sense to me,” House said as she took a sip of her latte.

      “The strange thing is, nobody has stepped forward with any information. I have no witnesses—which is unusual considering the park ranger who took me to the site said the trail was a popular one.”

      “It’s the damn media. Unless the news is sensational or a hot topic, they pay it no attention. I bet most of the people there that day don’t even know they were hiking around a dead body.”

      I agreed with House on that one. I needed to get the Taylor case some media love. Someone had to have seen something. “I’ve got an axe, and that’s it. According to the forensic people, they found plenty of DNA from the girl but nothing to suggest another person, except we know she didn’t just axe herself.”

      “Nope.” House nodded as she sat back.

      “There’s something else,” I said as I scratched the side of my cup with my fingernail. I filled House in on Kang’s two homicides and his collector angle.

      “What’s the connection? Timing?”

      “That, and the idea that Piper’s killer has killed before.”

      “But you said the woman’s finger was removed, and the man had his teeth pulled. Piper had no visual mutilation. Did the ME find something?”

      “No. That’s where it breaks down. Unless…”

      “What?” House said, her words hanging.

      I thought about what Kang said, about his guy being a collector. There had to be more, something bigger than the taking of body parts. And that’s when it came to me.

      “Unless it’s not about collecting but about staging. Gold teeth left in a pan. Staged. According to the report, they found the woman sitting on a bench. Could she have been propped up that way? A hiker killed in a beautiful clearing instead of hidden away in the brush. Maybe this is about presentation. A performance.”

      House took a deep breath as she pondered what I had said. I knew she would call bullshit if she thought it. That’s what I liked about her. Business was business and our friendship was our friendship.

      Her eyes shifted back on me after a few seconds of staring out the window. “That’s a wild theory… Wild enough to be true.”

      I thanked House for her time. She had proved to be a great sounding board, and I had a new angle to pursue.
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      Fay Park was located on the west side of Russian Hill on Leavenworth Street between Lombard and Chestnut Street. I had walked by it twice before realizing the immaculately groomed backyard with the white gazebo I kept passing really wasn’t someone’s backyard but the park. A closer inspection revealed a tiny sign near the small, gated entrance. Mental note: Things I love about this city—they have tiny, quarter-acre parks sandwiched between homes.

      The park was gorgeous and had, not one, but two white gazebos separated by a rectangular plot of grass with inverted corners. Four symmetrical plots of blooming flowerbeds surrounded each gazebo. Two sets of stairs led down to the second level, where there were rose gardens. There were a few benches as well, but the one that caught my eye was located on the first level between the two stairs. It’s where the body was found.

      I sat on the bench and understood why the victim loved to sit there. The view was idyllic and peaceful. I wonder how the killer found out about this park or how he even came upon her. Certainly he didn’t happen by and say, “Hey, I think I’ll kill that lady.” If she had fallen asleep, it would have been the perfect opportunity. But the park was small and not well known. I found it hard to believe that the killer had happened upon her by coincidence. Had he spotted her earlier and followed her home? How long did he watch her? Days? How did he know she walked her dog every night? He knew her routines. He stalked her.

      And what about the cutting of the finger? I stood up and looked around, hoping something might pop out. He had taken her finger with a diamond ring but none of her other jewelry. I pulled out my phone, pulled up the report Kang had emailed over and scanned it until I found what I was looking for. Interesting. For some reason, I assumed it had been her wedding ring finger that had gone missing. It wasn’t.

      Kang said the victim lived two houses up, so I searched the report and found the address. The street number was odd, so she lived on the left side of the street. I counted two houses and stopped in front of a beautifully renovated, two-story Victorian with a very ornate, colorful, wood-trimmed façade.

      The home sat high, away from the sidewalk, with stairs that required three switchbacks on their way up to the front door, mimicking the famous crooked street nearby. It was beautiful, but I couldn’t imagine making that climb every day. As I admired the residence, something sparkly in one of the lower hedges directly in front of me caught my eye. I moved in closer for a better look. Holy moly! I found myself staring at a large, diamond ring. It was on a finger.

      Could it be? I moved a few branches and answered my own question. It had to be the victim’s missing finger. But why leave it here? Why would the killer risk coming back to the victim’s home to plant the finger? It makes no sense.

      If the killer had indeed placed the finger here, it felt more in line with the gold teeth in the pan. Both victims had suffered body mutilation with the body part moved to another location, away from the body. Was the body part the killer’s objective or was the kill? Was the removal of the body part a way to prolong the kill? He was trying to make a statement, but about what, I wasn’t quite sure. It was a strange way to communicate, but riddles from killers aren’t unheard of.

      Still, that’s not what I thought the staging of the body parts was trying to do. And why did I continue to think Kang’s killer also did my hiker? Aside from the medical examiner’s findings and my hunch, nothing more connected the two crimes. Unless…

      I pulled out my phone and dialed.

      “Kang, here.”

      “Kyle, you’ve got it turned around.”

      “Abby is this you?”

      “Yes, it’s me. Did you hear what I said? The motivation—it’s wrong. Your guy isn’t collecting.”

      “What is he doing?”

      “He’s thrill killing.”
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      I wasn’t far from the Central Precinct, so I told Kang and Sokolov to meet me at the vic’s home while I waited for CSI to show and process the scene. The detectives were speedy and arrived in ten minutes. As they approached, I pointed to the bush.

      Kang leaned in and immediately reeled his head back, his expression soured. “I can smell it. How did you know to look here?”

      “I didn’t. I was looking at the victim’s home when the sparkle from the ring caught my eye. I’m assuming your guy placed it here.”

      Kang stepped out of the way, and Sokolov moved in for a look. He wasn’t fazed one bit by the slightly decomposed limb. “Good catch,” the Russian said.

      “That’s it? Good catch?”

      He shrugged as he looked at me. I had inadvertently riddled the man.

      “It’s the victim’s middle finger. There’s symbolism behind it.”

      “He’s giving us the middle finger?” Kang asked.

      “Close. Look at the house. It’s a renovated Victorian, picture perfect and probably photographed by every passerby. The way the killer placed the finger on the bush, it’s as if it were giving the home the middle finger.”

      “Wait, I’m confused,” Kang said, lumping himself in the same camp as his partner. “Earlier you talked about thrill killing, and now you’re talking about a middle finger.”

      “Serial killers can be categorized by their motives. Hedonistic is one of the categories. Killers that fall in this category derive immense pleasure from killing.”

      “So our guy loves killing.”

      “Exactly, but not any type of killing. There’s no sex, so he’s not driven by lust, and he doesn’t rob his victims, so it appears that money isn’t a motivator. He’s killing for thrills. He enjoys causing fear and even pain in his victims. He likes to see their eyes before, during, and after he kills them. It’s most telling.”

      “Sounds like a real bastard.”

      “Very much so. It’s all about the kill itself. Once it’s over, they move on. So they can be very opportunistic or specific. It depends on their moods or their urges.”

      Kang rested his hands on his hips. “Okay. Say I buy into the thrill kill angle. Why go through the extra trouble of cutting off the finger and placing it outside her home?”

      “I struggled with that exact same thought but it dawned on me. Victorian homes, the gold rush and redwood trees are all symbols of San Francisco.”

      “That’s how you’re tying the three cases together?” Kang said a bit flippantly.

      “It’s how I am now.”

      Both men stood quietly, not saying a word. I was losing them. I couldn’t fault them; they were looking at the facts and it sounded like I kept switching my thoughts on the killer’s motivation. I had initially bought Kang’s theory that the killer was a collector, but it was mostly because that’s all they had, and it was a good start.

      Finally, Kang cleared his throat. “With all due respect, Agent, are you sure you’re not trying too hard to tie your case to ours?”

      “Positive.”

      Kang shifted his weight. His expression told me he was finding it difficult to keep an open mind to the case. “Okay, then I think you need to help us out here. You’re asking us to change our motivation based on your hunch that all three victims have the same killer. Honestly, I’m not seeing this thread.”

      “That’s because you want a thread where A plus B equals C. The mind of a killer doesn’t necessarily work that way. If someone collects things, they don’t normally leave it someplace else. They take it with them. Cutting off a body part and leaving it elsewhere isn’t collecting.”

      “It is still mutilation, and that’s what connects our two cases and makes your hiker the third wheel. And, if I might add, you sound irritated that we’re not taking your word as gospel.”

      Bite your tongue, Abby. Their fault isn’t with you; it’s their lack of knowledge. I let out a breath and responded with as much control as I could muster. “That sort of statement usually comes from people who think they know everything. I expected better from SFPD’s finest. Remember, your department reached out to us for our expertise with serial killers.”

      At that point, I began to wag my finger at them like they were children. Probably a little overboard, but he had pissed me off. “This isn’t a random shooting or a gang-banging incident, so investigating it like it is one is exactly why you’re having a hard time grasping my methodology that ties these three cases together. So I’m⁠—”

      “This has gone far enough, we don’t⁠—”

      “Do. Not. Interrupt. Me.”

      Sokolov stood stone-faced, while Kang’s face showcased a range of emotions from shock to resentment. I should have been able to contain the situation and not let it get to that point. But I honestly didn’t expect this sort of pushback from Kang. He didn’t come across as the typical detective. He had smarts. They both did. Maybe that’s why it irritated me. “Look, I’m sorry. We all want to catch this guy, and I know it seems like we, or I, might be grasping, but trust me, there’s sound thinking behind what I’m suggesting.”

      The two detectives looked at each other, then back at me. “Go on, Abby,” Sokolov said. “We’re listening.”

      I’m not one to shy away from admitting I’m wrong. I’ve been wrong plenty, but I’ve been right more. And my gut told me I was right about this one. “Let’s get back to the SF tie-in: gold rush, redwood trees and Victorian homes. This is the connection, not your body mutilation and not three murders in a specific time frame. San Francisco is what connects these three victims.”

      “So he could be making a statement about the city through things that represent San Francisco.”

      “Right. The Painted Ladies are a huge tourist attraction. Victorian architecture is as much of a part of this city as the hills are. It’s what gives the city its charm.”

      “So our guy doesn’t like Victorian homes, and this is his way of saying it,” Kang continued.

      “I think you’re in the ballpark.”

      Sokolov snapped his fingers. “Panning for gold. The teeth in the gold pan are his way of paying homage to the San Francisco gold rush.”

      “Yes!” I said, pointing at him. “And the hiker. Well, the tallest living thing in the world is a redwood tree. The ones in Muir Woods are protected and can’t be chopped down, but our guy found something else to chop down.”

      “A tall girl,” Kang finished.

      The three of us stood on the sidewalk quietly, letting the conversation sink in as the first vehicle of the CSI crew arrived. We’d had a breakthrough on the motivation, and the City by the Bay had a serial killer.
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      After Kang had a few units from SFPD set up a perimeter and I had briefed CSI, we headed back to Central Precinct. Kang had commandeered the small interrogation room and turned it into our war room. He and I began making lists of San Francisco icons as well as popular attractions in the city and pinning them up on the corkboard next to a large map of the city which had the locations of the bodies identified by colored thumbtacks. I was busy adding to the list on the board when the door opened and Sokolov entered the room. He had a look of despair on his face, and his shoulders hung lower than usual.

      He placed both hands on his hips. “Bad news, guys. The fighting between the Russian gangs in the Inner Richmond area has intensified. Boss wants me to head up a joint task force aimed at curtailing this ongoing war. I’m off the thrill kill case. Sorry, I must get started on it.” Sokolov left, closing the door behind him.

      “Well, that sucks,” I said, not caring whether it was appropriate to say.

      “Cavanagh did it on purpose,” Kang said. “He considers you an extra body and doesn’t think he needs three personnel on this case.”

      “But I don’t work for him.”

      “He doesn’t care. He wants to look good for the top brass. There’s usually some type of political motivation behind every decision he makes. This Russian thing must be a hot button.”

      “We’ll have to make do.” I continued working on the list but stopped when I heard Kang chuckle to himself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing.” His growing smile disagreed.

      “Come on; give it up.” He had tickled my curiosity enough that I stopped writing.

      “Well, since it’s the two of us and our last names are kind of similar…”

      “I don’t think they’re similar.”

      “They totally are. How about we go by ‘Kang and Kane: crime-fighting duo’?”

      “Kang and Kane? Why not Kane and Kang?”

      “Wait, how about the Asian Ks?” Kang painted an invisible marquee with his hands.

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Double K?”

      “I don’t think we need a nickname.”

      “Capital K and Lower K? Get it?” he said, moving his hand up and down.

      “I wish I didn’t.”

      He returned to his list, and I to mine.

      “Kan-Kan?”

      I nearly threw my pen at him. Inside, I giggled like a schoolgirl, but I wasn’t about to let Kang know his stupid jokes made me laugh. Men think that, because they make me laugh, I must be into them. Next thing I know, they’re hitting on me—all because I giggled. This relationship would remain completely professional. I wanted nothing more than to solve the case and return to the daily routine I had grown to like.

      It didn’t take long for us to make our lists. We had plenty of help from various tourist and travel websites, what with San Francisco being a top travel destination in the U.S. and all. After pinning up everything we wrote down, we took a step back and stared at the writing. It was overwhelming, to say the least.

      “I’m thinking we need to pare this down somehow,” Kang said.

      “You think?”

      To make sense of it all, we settled on the most popular and iconic themes, shooting for a mix of celebrity, sites, and city culture/history. I figured even the killer would need to keep his options limited and focus on only a few. In the end, our list looked like this:

      
        	Victorian homes

        	Chinatown

        	Redwood trees

        	Ghirardelli Square

        	Gold Rush

        	Cable cars

        	Golden Gate Bridge

        	Pier 39/Fisherman’s Wharf

        	Golden Gate Park

        	The Big Earthquake

        	Alcatraz Island

        	Coit Tower

        	Lombard Street

        	Gay/lesbian capital

      

      We included the three places the killer had already struck in hopes that our list would more closely resemble his. We stepped back and took another look at our board.

      “Seems manageable,” I said.

      “I only have one question.”

      I turned to Kang. “What’s that?”

      “Now what?”
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      The next day, Kang offered to take me to the location of the first crime scene where they had found the pan full of gold teeth. He’d said he would pick me up at my place since he lived nearby. I waited outside and watched him pull up in a dark blue Crown Vic. I saw that he had taken my advice—“Lose the suit for a day”— and dressed casually in jeans and a button-down.

      “We’re practically neighbors,” he said, as I sat inside his car.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I’m in Russian Hill—Hyde and Pacific. Took me five minutes to get here.”

      I nodded again and changed the subject. That morning, my mind was in case mode, and I wasn’t about to let small talk snap me out of it. “This crime scene, it’s near Fisherman’s Wharf?”

      “Pier 39 to be exact. Right off to the side is a small public space.”

      “Yup, I know the spot you’re talking about.”

      A few minutes later, we were parked and walking toward our destination. I tried to focus on the case, but Kang continued to derail my thought process with chitchat, until I finally asked him to give it a break. He didn’t seem bothered by my remark: just smiled pleasantly as he shut up.

      “It’s right over here,” he said, leading me past a ticket booth for boat tours on the Bay.

      The public space was a paved area with multiple flowerbeds surrounded by seating. One of them was fairly big and had a centerpiece of roses.

      “There.” He pointed. “The area right in front of the rose bush.”

      We both climbed up the stone seating and onto the raised plot of grass.

      “Who found the teeth?”

      “A city worker hired to maintain the landscaping discovered it around ten in the morning. He thought it was a joke at first, until he realized the teeth were real.”

      “And it was just the pan and the teeth?”

      “There was a little dirt and water to make it look like someone had just panned it.”

      “And the body?”

      “Body was found floating near Pier 33 where the Alcatraz boat launches. It was almost completely hidden under the dock. Forensics confirmed that blood splatter on the dock was consistent with splatter that would exit the type of neck wound found on the victim. He was killed at that location and tossed into the water.”

      “But not before his teeth were pulled, right?”

      “Yeah, time of death was estimated to be about one in the morning. We actually found the body first. Teeth were second.” Kang turned to me. “Yesterday, you mentioned that our guy was a thrill killer. Why bother pulling the teeth? If I’m understanding this correctly, the rush is associated with the actual kill, right?”

      “Normally, but not every killer fits neatly into that space. My guess is that our guy is confident enough with his kills, meaning he doesn’t think he’ll get caught and is comfortable enough to show off what he did. He also might have discovered that it prolongs the high he gets from killing.”

      “Well, if he wants to stroke his ego, why not utilize the body? It’s a bigger visual.”

      “Good question. But if we’re right about the symbolism⁠—”

      “Then he needs to connect the kill to San Francisco somehow. The gold teeth connect to the gold rush.”

      “Exactly. This killer has evolved beyond the actual kill, which tells me he’s been at it for a while. He’s smart, he knows what he’s doing and he’s perfecting his method. The positive in this is that they get cocky, which leads to sloppiness. I’m actually surprised he hasn’t tried to start a rapport with the media. I’m sure he’s wondering why they aren’t reporting more on the discovery of the body. Do the media know about the teeth or the finger?”

      “No, we withheld that information. We needed something to turn away all the freaks who come forth saying they did it.”

      I clucked my tongue repeatedly as I rocked on my heels. Around us, families were beginning to show up. Most were concerned with taking pictures of their kids in front of anything that looked remotely interesting; I doubt any of them would have even noticed the pan and the teeth.

      “What are you thinking?” Kang shoved his hands into his front pockets.

      “One thing is bothering me. Our guy is going through the trouble of creating these presentations, yet the public is essentially unaware of his efforts. Look around us; do you think any of these people would have noticed that gold pan? And the finger? Who would have seen that?”

      “Hmm, interesting. If no one notices, what’s the point? If he wants the public’s attention, hiding a finger in a bush wasn’t the brightest thing to do.”

      “Exactly. Maybe he doesn’t care if the public sees it or not.”

      “Then why do it?” Kang asked.

      “Maybe it’s for an individual or a small group of people. He could be documenting the presentation and showing it to them.”

      “So what we’re finding are the aftermaths of a personal show?”

      “Could be…”

      We both stood there quietly for a few moments while we chewed on our thoughts. It felt good to be out of the office, surrounded by clear skies and crisp air. The fresh air can work wonders on the thought process. I drew a deep breath and let it sit for a moment before releasing it. “You know, the girl at the hostel gave me a lead I haven’t followed up on. Care to tag along?”

      “Sure. What’s the lead?”

      “Cotton candy.”
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      Kang and I continued to discuss bits of the case on the drive over to Sausalito. It seemed like we were gaining ground, and I began to feel better about finding Piper’s killer. Kang proved to be an excellent sounding board and had great ideas. I was surprised at how much I was enjoying working with him. Not that I thought it would be a disaster, but it can be difficult to pair up with someone new. Everyone has a different way of working. Kang, in many ways, was a lot like me. He was a problem solver, and he wasn’t afraid to explore areas off the main path.

      But then the conversation derailed, and we were off topic, once again. Somebody give this man a bottle of Ritalin.

      “So you’re from Hong Kong?” he asked.

      “Born and raised,” I answered as I stared out the window at the hordes of tourists walking across the Golden Gate Bridge.

      “You don’t miss it?”

      “I miss some things.”

      “Mind if I ask what brought you to the States?”

      Yes. I turned to Kang. He had his eyes on the road, but I knew he was waiting for my answer. “Work and a change of lifestyle. Hong Kong was intense and became a bit too much. Have you been?”

      He glanced at me. “To Hong Kong?” He shook his head. “Nah, only Beijing. I have some family there.”

      I nodded before turning back to the window, looking past the tourists, into the bay.

      “How long were you a detective⁠—”

      “Inspector.” I had cut him off.

      “—with the Hong Kong police force. It was Organized Crime and Triad Bureau right?”

      “A long time and yes.” What’s with all the questions? “Look, I’m sorry, but you keep steering the conversation away from the case,” I said, shifting in my seat so that I faced him. “It’s messing with my thought process.”

      “Sorry. It’s…”

      My eyebrow arched. “What? Spit it out now, or forever hold your peace.”

      “This might sound silly, maybe even stupid.”

      I hope not.

      “But you remind me of someone I met a few years back.”

      Oh, God. Please don’t hit on me. Please don’t hit on me. Please don’t hit on me.

      “My partner thought I was reading too far into things, but once I found out you were an FBI agent and from Hong Kong, it’s been on my mind ever since.”

      I hope that doesn’t include the private time you have with yourself.

      “A few years back, my partner and I met an inspector from Hong Kong who also worked for the Hong Kong Police Department.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She was about your height, Asian and very knowledgeable in the field of serial killers,” he carried on. “In fact, she actually helped us solve a case while she was here—one involving her missing niece. It’s the reason she traveled to San Francisco in the first place. But here’s the interesting part—and I’m sure you’ll find this as puzzling as I did: this woman, the inspector, told us she was in charge of the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau. Imagine that. Same department you were in charge of. So my question is, how can two different women claim to be in charge of same department, at the same agency, around the same time?”

      Good question.
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      “I am not that person you’re describing, if that’s what you’re alluding to.”

      Kang looked at me. “I knew there was something fishy happening. Out with it. I won’t be able to focus until I know exactly what is going on here, Abby. Or should I call you Leslie Choi?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Are you out of your mind?”

      “What, did you get some work done to your face? You think a little plastic surgery, a name change, and a background story would be enough? Did you honestly think I wouldn’t figure it out?”

      “Let me explain.”

      “Oh yeah, I can’t wait to hear this explanation. Gather around, kids. It’s story time,” Kang said with exaggerated excitement as he rolled his eyes.

      If he doesn’t shut up, I swear…

      “Come on; let’s have it. Hurry. I don’t want you to have time to fashion another tall tale. Ha! A tall tale from a short woman.”

      “Are you going to let me speak, or just carry on with your babbling nonsense?”

      Kang stared ahead for a moment before shooting a quick glance over at me. “Explain.”

      I giggled a little but caught myself from letting it rage into laughter. “Look, I’m not that woman. I realize we kind of look the same, but we are two different people.”

      “Wait, so there are two of you? You have a twin or something?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Leslie Choi worked for me and eventually assumed my duties when I resigned. We’re actually friends.”

      “So there just happened to be two short, badass women in the same department?”

      “Hey, maybe the Chinese people you know are all tall, but the majority of us are short, if you haven’t noticed.”

      That comment broke the icy look on Kang’s face, and he started to laugh, which triggered my funny bone, until we were both laughing our butts off. People passing by must have thought we were nuts, because Kang batted the steering wheel repeatedly while I threw my head back and forth. Eventually we calmed down.

      “Leslie and I worked together for about six years,” I said when I caught my breath. “I taught the woman everything she knows, and she’ll back the claim up. Anyway, when she moved over to my department, we were like two peas in a pod. She was the perfect replacement for me when I left.”

      “But if I’m doing the math right, you should have still been in Hong Kong when I met her.”

      “I was. After I resigned, it took us about eight months to prepare for the move.”

      “Did you know she was in SF?”

      “Not at the time. I was so focused on our move that we actually lost touch for a bit. I found out later about her niece, after she had returned to Hong Kong. I think we just missed each other, with her going back and me heading over here.”

      “How often do you see or talk to each other?”

      “Not as often as I wish. Out of sight, out of mind, I guess.”

      Kang shook his head as he looked forward.

      “What a small world we live in.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”
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      We crossed the Golden Gate Bridge and exited the 101 Highway at Alexander Avenue. We were nearing the small port town of Sausalito.

      “The shop is somewhere near the ferry terminal,” I stated.

      After Kang parked in an adjacent parking lot, we roamed around the shops, looking for one that sold cotton candy. It was a weekday morning, so the crowds were lighter than usual, more locals than tourists.

      “There’s a sweet shop over there.” Kang pointed.

      I followed his finger to a tiny pink and white shop with a sign that said “Naturally Sweet.”

      “That might be it. The woman at the hostel said the cotton candy was organic.”

      We entered the shop, and a sugary smell of sweets flooded my nostrils. The walls were lined with large, glass containers filled with an array of chocolates, hard candies and gummy everything. The place was a child’s wonderland—mine, too. Behind the counter, near the corner, was the cotton candy machine. A teen girl wearing a blue apron was busy serving a family. From a door near the opposite side of the counter, a plump, middle-aged woman appeared wearing the same apron. She had short, brown hair and cheeks dotted with freckles.

      Kang and I approached her. “Hi, are you the owner?”

      “I am. How may I help you?”

      I pulled out my ID. “My name is Abby Kane. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. This is Detective Kyle Kang with the San Francisco Police Department. Is there someplace we can talk privately?”

      “Oh my. I’m not in trouble, am I?”

      “No, you’re not. We want to ask you a few questions.”

      She lifted up a hinged portion of the counter and came out to our side. “We can talk outside if that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine.”

      We exited the shop and walked to the side of the building, away from the foot traffic on the sidewalk.

      “What would you like to know?” the shopkeeper asked with a forced smile.

      “Your name would be a good start,” I said.

      The woman let out a nervous laugh as she fidgeted with her hands. “My name is Judy Huff.”

      “Relax, Judy. You’re not in trouble.”

      She nodded and smiled, a little more genuinely this time. She seemed like a really nice lady, the type that mothered everyone around her, though I did get the feeling she had a fragile personality. God knows I’ve made more than one woman cry because of my tone, so I kept my questioning friendly.

      I pulled out my cell phone and showed her a picture of Piper. “Did this girl come into your shop this past weekend? It would have been on Saturday.”

      She leaned forward for a closer look and started nodding. “Yes, I remember her. Tall girl, and very pretty, too. She bought some cotton candy.”

      “Do you know if she was alone?”

      “Oh, she was with another woman,” she answered, her chin bouncing up and down.

      A woman? I wasn’t expecting to hear that. “How old would you guess?”

      “Let’s see.” Judy rubbed her chin and stole a look upwards. “She would have to have been in her late thirties, maybe even forty. Lively, though.”

      “How so?” Kang asked after clearing his throat.

      “Well, she had a bunch of energy, seemed really excited, much more extroverted than the younger one.”

      I tilted my head. “Was the younger woman upset?”

      “No, just a bit reserved, not as outspoken I would say. If you don’t mind me asking, what’s this about?”

      “This young lady’s name is Piper Taylor, and she was found dead on Mount Tamalpais.”

      “Oh, my God.” Judy cupped her hand across her mouth as she slowly shook her head back and forth. Her eyes turned glassy, but she held it together. She used the back of her hand to dab her eyes dry. “Don’t mind me. It upsets me to hear this. She was so young. Who would do such a thing? She seemed like such a sweet girl.”

      “Can you describe the older woman for us?”

      “Lemme think, um… Well, she had brown, wavy hair that came down to right below her shoulders. She had light brown eyes and some color in her skin. She didn’t wear a lot of makeup, only lipstick and a little mascara.”

      “Was she Caucasian?”

      “Yes.”

      “How tall was she? Can you describe her body style?”

      “I would say she was about five feet, seven inches. She looked to be in shape… Maybe there was a small pooch.”

      “Do you remember what she was wearing?”

      Judy crinkled her eyebrows as she looked away for a moment. “I believe she had on khaki shorts. She had on a pink and white jacket with a tank top underneath.” Judy leaned in and whispered, “She was spilling out of it if you know what I mean.” She brought her hands up to her chest for emphasis.

      “Anything else?”

      “A light blue backpack—a small one.”

      “That’s a pretty good description.”

      “Well, I spoke to her for a tiny bit. She wanted to know if it were possible to wave a cab down around here. They had plans to go to Muir Woods.”

      “Did you talk to them about anything else or hear them talk about anything?”

      She shook her head. “It was just the cab. We were pretty busy that day.”

      “Do you know where they caught the cab?”

      “Outside my shop, and it was a Yellow Cab.”

      “Are you sure of that?” Kang asked as he jotted it down on a small notepad.

      “Absolutely. I gave them the number for the company.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about this woman?”

      Judy leaned in once more as her eyes shifted between Kang and me. In a hushed tone, she asked, “Is this woman a suspect?”

      “She’s a person of interest,” I whispered back.

      “You know, I have this way of knowing if things are okay or not. Just do. I got that feeling about her. Also, it was strange that they were together.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well it seemed an odd pairing. She felt a little too old to be palling around with the younger girl, and I didn’t get the feeling they were family.”

      “Anything else?”

      “My store has a surveillance system.”
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      They say luck is nothing more than hard work crossing paths with opportunity. I guess we found the intersection that day. Fifteen minutes later, we had a digital screen grab of the mystery woman.

      We thanked Judy and left our cards with her in case she remembered more. Kang emailed the picture to Sokolov and asked him to put an APB out on this woman while I had my office circulate the picture with the media, hoping for airtime. It was imperative we got the word out. Most of the people in that park or in Sausalito on that day were probably tourists and could be leaving the city at any moment.

      Kang scuffed his shoes against the pavement as we walked back to his car. He looked to be as confused as I was about the recent revelation of our killer. “A woman, huh?” He finally said. “I thought for sure we were chasing a guy. You think that changes anything?”

      “No. We stick with what we know, and we know Piper left the hostel alone, but when she arrived at the candy shop, she already had a friend. So they either met on the ferry ride over to Sausalito or at the ferry building.”

      Golden Gate Ferry is a city-run company that manages the commuter ferries traveling back and forth across the Bay. The San Francisco/Sausalito route, with eleven crossings daily, was their most popular route. Neither of us could recall if the ports or the ferries had surveillance systems installed, but we intended to find out.

      Because Yellow Cab was located south of downtown San Francisco in Potrero Hills, we opted to pay a visit to the ferry company first. Their headquarters was located in Larkspur, about a fifteen-minute drive north from our location.

      We identified ourselves to the woman at the reception desk and waited a few minutes before a white man in jeans and a polo shirt walked toward us. He seemed cheery for someone who was just told the FBI wanted to question him. He stuck out his hand with a sense of confidence and authority. “Hi, I’m Dan Harper. I understand you need information.”

      “That’s correct. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      Harper led us down a short corridor and into his office. If he was bothered by our presence, he didn’t let on. “Please, have a seat,” he said, pointing to two chairs in front of his desk. “What can I do for you?”

      I pulled out my phone and showed him the picture of our victim. “That’s Piper Taylor. She was found dead on Mount Tamalpais over the weekend.”

      “That’s terrible,” he said, scrunching his face.

      I showed him the second picture of the mystery woman. “We believe this woman was with Piper shortly before her death. We’re trying to ascertain if the two of them arrived in Sausalito together via your ferry.”

      Harper’s head swayed from side to side as he let out a breath. “Wow, if you’re wondering if a ticket seller might remember them, that’s going to be a tough one, because there are so many locations you can buy a ticket, not to mention the Internet.”

      “We figured as much. We were more interested in knowing if any of your ferries have cameras or if the ports have them.”

      Harper shook his head. “The ferries don’t, but the ports do. Unfortunately, we don’t control those cameras. You would have to talk to the Port Authority for access.”

      We thanked Harper and exited the building. We were wasting our time following up small leads that may or may not turn up any useful information. I put a call in to Reilly and told him we needed help chasing down info.

      “I have just the agent for you, Abby. Agent Austin Tucker joined us recently from Quantico and is eager to get his hands dirty.”

      Tucker turned out to be the nervous agent who’d stopped me at the elevators the other day. I took five minutes to brief him over the phone about the Port Authority lead and thanked him for helping out. When I finished my call, I joined Kang inside the car.

      “Yellow Cab?” he suggested.

      I nodded. “Let’s hope we have better luck there.”
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      On our way over to Potrero Hill, we stopped off in the Mission for a quick lunch. We were craving decent Mexican food and had El Farolito in our sights. The place was a known haven for finger lickin’ and belly fillin’ food and always had a line out the door. Luckily, we missed the lunch crowd and only seven people were in front of us. I ordered a carne asada quesadilla and an horchata to wash it down. Kang settled on a carnitas super burrito and an aguas frescas. We were both starving and managed to mow through half our meals before coming up for air.

      Still chewing a big bite, Kang made the first effort to speak. Fail.

      He took a few more bites and another swallow before trying again. “You think if we find the driver and they remember Piper, anything will come of it?” he asked, wiping salsa from the sides of his mouth.

      I shrugged to buy myself more time to chew. “I’m not sure,” I said after swallowing. “I’m hoping that while they talked, he listened. Some of these cabbies pick up on every word their customers say.”

      “I’ve been thinking about our list.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “Chinatown is so synonymous with San Francisco. I feel like the killer might try to do something with it—maybe a tie-in with a dancing dragon or fireworks, or even Chinese food. Dim sum, perhaps.”

      “What’s the body part associated with it?”

      “You know, we may not need one. Your vic remained fully intact. He used her entire body as his performance piece.”

      “The Golden Gate Bridge is another large icon of San Francisco. Maybe she might throw someone over,” I added.

      “Are we officially switching from he to she?”

      “I think so.”

      “There’s no way for us to prevent her from throwing someone off the bridge. We would need round-the-clock surveillance.”

      I sipped my horchata and nodded my agreement. “Maybe we’re still coming at it wrong, thinking too grand. Remember, everything she did was understated, almost hidden.”

      We were walking in circles when it came to figuring out where our killer might strike next. I was running out of ideas, and we were running out of time.

      As I picked at my food, I started wondering what our next move would be if the picture of the mystery woman drew no tips from the public. The future looked dim. I tried to concentrate, but I could sense Kang’s eyes boring into my skull. “What?” I finally asked.

      He shrugged. “You have a healthy appetite.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, finishing the last of my meal and wiping my hands.

      “I didn’t mean that in a bad way. I’ve known a lot of women who were picky eaters or were full after a grape.”

      “Well, that’s not me.” I stood and grabbed my purse. “Come on; there’s a cab driver we need to speak to.”

      A longer-than-expected drive later—Kang had gotten us lost, and I had put us back on track with the map on my phone—we arrived outside the Yellow Cab Company. We pulled into a parking lot and faced a sea of yellow. “Apparently, this is where all the cabs are when you need them,” I joked as we climbed out of the car.

      Kang chuckled.

      We headed toward the large, white building, devoid of windows except one near the door. Attached to the building was a garage area where mechanics were busy working on cars. A short, stocky man in baggy jeans and a blue sweater walked our way.

      “We don’t do cab service here. You have to call.”

      “We’re not here for a cab. We’re here for one of your cabbies,” I said.

      Kang and I made our introductions to the man.

      “Did one of my guys do something wrong? Which one was it?”

      “Actually, we think one of your guys can help us with a case. What’s your name?” I asked.

      “My name is Rod Warner,” he said, pulling up his jeans. “I’m the shift manager on duty.” He had Popeye forearms, except his tattoos were faded.

      I produced Piper’s picture and showed it to Warner. “Her name is Piper Taylor, and her body was found Sunday morning on Mount Tamalpais. A witness tells us that a Yellow Cab picked her up in Sausalito on Saturday and drove her and a friend to Muir Park.”

      “How can this witness be so sure it was one of our cabs? There are other cabbies out there with yellow cars.”

      “This witness gave our victim the number for your cab company.”

      “Oh.” Warner rubbed the stubble on his chin. His fingernails and cuticles were stained with grime, yet clearly bitten down, which grossed me out more than a little.

      “The call should be in the log book. Follow me.”

      Warner led us to a small office that looked more like a junk closet. There were stuffed filing cabinets that couldn’t close completely and stacks of banker boxes filled with what I could only imagine was crap. “Have a seat,” he said as he pointed to two mismatched plastic chairs. “I’ll be back with the book.”

      Honestly, I wanted to douse the chair in hand sanitizer. The place disgusted me—especially his desk, which had a layer of everything old piled high on it. There had to be at least five empty coffee cups bunched together—one being used as an ashtray.

      A few seconds later, Warner returned and sat in the cracked leather seat behind the desk. “All righty,” he said as he flipped through a large, plastic binder. “Saturday… Saturday… Okay, here we go.” He ran is stubby finger down the page. “Ah ha. Got it. Pick up at Sausalito pier in front of the Naturally Sweet store.” He looked up at me. “That sound about right?”

      I nodded. “You got a name?”

      “Yeah. Vitaly Scherbo. Russian guy. Been with us for about six months. Looks like he hasn’t been around since.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “Some of these guys work a few days out of the week and that’s it.” Warner ripped some paper off an old McDonald’s bag and wrote a phone number and address down. He offered it to me, but I motioned for Kang to grab it.

      We thanked Warner for his time, and I called Vitaly as soon as we exited the building. An old woman answered.

      “Phone’s no good. Let’s hope the address is real,” I said as I pulled the car door open.
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      It was a forty-minute drive across town, again. Vitaly’s address was in the Inner Richmond neighborhood. His place of residence was on 18th Avenue between Geary and Anza—smack dab in the middle of San Francisco’s Russian community.

      Old row homes lined the street. The address led us to a light blue one that had a unit on top and one on the bottom—Vitaly’s. Kang knocked on the door and took a step back. We waited a bit before he knocked once more, this time louder. I moved over to a curtained window to see if I could see inside, but the material was too thick and pushed tightly against the glass.

      “Looks like he’s not home,” Kang said.

      “Either that, or he doesn’t want to talk to us.”

      I tried the latch on the wooden gate that separated Vitaly’s building from the next. It was open.

      “We don’t have a warrant,” Kang reminded me.

      “We just want to talk.” I pushed it open and entered the narrow space between the two homes. Behind the house was a small fenced yard with a few stubbles of grass making a go at life. A narrow slab of cement masqueraded as a patio and hosted a couple of beach chairs, and a bunch of empty Vodka bottles surrounded an overturned milk crate that played table to an overflowing ashtray.

      “Looks like somebody had a party,” Kang said from behind me.

      Vitaly had the curtains drawn at every window, so I couldn’t see inside from the yard, either. “This guy allergic to the sun?”

      I stood off to the side of the glass door and knocked on it. A beat later, we heard the front door slam. We both spun on our heels and raced back to the front in time to see a man running away.

      Kang and I gave chase and gained on him fairly quickly. I picked up the scent of stale alcohol being left in his wake. He was probably still drunk.

      He cut across the street to the other side and was nearing busy Geary Boulevard.

      “Vitaly,” I called out, “we only want to talk to you.”

      He didn’t respond and continued running, now pushing people out of the way. He rounded the corner onto Geary. We followed and were both almost in reach when I heard Kang call out, “It’s okay. I got him.”

      Before I knew it, I had blurted back, “You mean like last time?” With that, I lowered my head and put everything I had into a leap forward. I hit Vitaly in the back. Both he and I tumbled to the ground. Thankfully, he cushioned my fall.

      I rolled onto my feet and turned in time to see Kang fall onto our guy. His knee went right into Vitaly’s back, pinning him to the ground.

      Within seconds, Kang had slapped a pair of handcuffs on him. He looked up at me when he finished, still breathing hard. “You had to be the one to catch him, huh?”

      “It’s more like I was the first one out of the starting blocks, so naturally, I was closer to him.”

      Kang shook his head and yanked Vitaly to his feet. I looked him in the face. He smelled like urine, but his breath was what sent my head reeling back. “Why’d you run?”

      “Piss off!” he spat.

      Kang spun him around, and we proceeded to walk him back to his house.

      “Listen,” I said, “you’re not in trouble.”

      “Why the fuck you enter my property, huh?”

      “We have some questions to ask you. That’s it.”

      When we reached his building, we sat him down on the curb. “Vitaly, if we take the cuffs off, will you stay put?”

      He let out a breath of air and nodded.

      Kang uncuffed him, and I watched Vitaly rub his wrists.

      “We don’t care why you ran. Whatever the reason, we’re not here for that. We understand you work for Yellow Cab.”

      He nodded.

      “Last Saturday, do you remember picking up this girl in Sausalito?” I showed him Piper’s picture.

      He shook his head.

      “Take another look. It’s important.”

      I watched him focus on the picture, and once again, he shook his head. “I don’t remember this girl.”

      “Do you remember picking up anybody in Sausalito that day?”

      “No. I don’t pay attention to my fares. Fuck them. What do I care? Just pay me and get the fuck out.”

      Vitaly was a young man, maybe in his late twenties—probably a functioning alcoholic. Wouldn’t surprise me if he had been drinking that morning. He lowered his head, giving me a bird’s eye view of his thinning hair. It was hard to tell if he was lying or if he really couldn’t remember.

      “Hey, look, a girl is dead. Why don’t you try a little harder?” Kang said, his voice heightened with irritation.

      Vitaly continued to stare down between his legs with his mouth sealed tightly.

      Why not help? What’s the problem? “You remember her, don’t you, Vitaly?” I questioned. “We know you had nothing to do with her death, so help us out. She was an only child. Did you know that?” I knew he didn’t, but sometimes guilt can be a big motivator. Unfortunately, Vitaly continued to hide behind his Iron Curtain of emotions and resisted my attempt to tug on them.

      I knelt down and handed him my card. “Call me if you remember anything, okay? It’s important we find out what happened to her.”

      “We done?” he asked.

      “Yes, we’re done,” I answered.

      Vitaly stood up, and we watched him head back to his apartment. After he slammed his door shut, Kang turned to me. “You think maybe he’s the⁠—”

      “The killer? I don’t think so.” I rested my hands on my hips and twisted my torso from side to side. All that driving around had made my body stiff.

      “We know he picked up Piper. He might have been the last person to see her alive. Maybe we should bring him in for more questioning.”

      “On what charge?” I asked.

      “No charge. We’re questioning a potential witness, except we take a really long time to get him his coffee so that sitting in that room starts to gnaw on him. He’ll talk soon enough.”

      I liked Kang’s thinking, but it was risky. Vitaly could completely clam up in that sort of environment and never trust us. Once that happens to a witness, forget about them saying anything, short of it being beaten out of them. “No, we have to do this on his turf, where he won’t feel threatened.”

      Kang studied me for a minute before nodding. “All right. I’ll put a patrol car outside in case he feels like taking a walk.”
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      The plan was to circle back to Vitaly’s apartment later that night, after he’d had a chance to sober up more but before he had a chance to start his next binge.

      “You want to hang out at the precinct while we wait, or shall I drop you off at home and pick you up later?” Kang asked.

      I opted for home. It was nearly four in the afternoon, and the kids would already be back from school. “Just give me a ten-minute heads-up before you come by.”

      I watched Kang drive off before turning and heading up the walkway to the house. Before I hit the porch stairs, the smell of something delicious awakened my stomach. If there was one thing Po Po was good at—definitely better than I ever would be—it was cooking. She had learned the same way most women from her day and age had learned: by watching and helping their mothers in the kitchen.

      Po Po had an encyclopedia of Chinese dishes memorized in her head; not a single one existed on paper. Where she grew up, pens and paper were scarce commodities. They’d had no choice but to remember everything. Po Po also had a finely honed palate and could identify almost any ingredient in a Chinese dish—a remarkable ability. Our stomachs were lucky to have her.

      “I’m home,” I called out as I walked into the house.

      As usual, my loyal daughter was the only one to greet me at the door. Maybe I should get a dog to increase those numbers. I gave Lucy a hug. Afterward, she grabbed my hand, and we walked toward the kitchen. The smell inside the house was divine and caused a watery flash flood to drench my tongue.

      “How’s everything?”

      “Everything fine. Ryan upstairs doing homework, and Lucy help me make dinner.”

      Hmmm, maybe Lucy will be the one to carry the tradition on and memorize over a hundred recipes. “It smells wonderful.”

      “I make scallops and mushroom rice, oyster chicken, melon soup, and steamed pak choi.”

      My knees weakened upon hearing the menu. I’ll admit it; I frickin’ love Chinese food, and not because I’m half Chinese, but because it’s frickin’ awesome. When I was growing up, my father—the proud Irishman—had very little say in what we ate; that was my mother’s domain. But every once in a while, he’d sneak into the kitchen and whip up his favorite, shepherd’s pie.

      I peeked over Po Po’s shoulder for a look into the pot, but she backed me off with a long wooden spoon. “Not ready. Ten minutes.”

      I had learned early on not to argue with her about cooking times. Even if the dish looked finished, ten minutes often meant the difference between good and food porn.

      I sulked and looked at my watch—it was ten to five. To pass the time, I headed upstairs to see how my other child fared. Lucy grabbed the back of my shirt and walked in step behind me, all while mumbling. I had no idea what she was saying or who she was talking to. Whenever I asked her who she was talking to, she smiled and asked me a question. I don’t think she was even aware that she was talking. My luck, Ryan’s constant joking that she’s probably talking to an evil spirit that will appear one night from a pool of black guck will surprise me and come true.

      Ryan was in his room, shockingly. I had gotten so used to him being upstairs in the media room. I imagined in a few years, he’d be asking if he could make that his bedroom, which would be strange considering my office was up there and I might cramp his style.

      “Whatcha reading?” I asked, standing at his doorway with Lucy. He was on his bed, lying on his stomach. I had noticed he was reading more these days.

      “It’s the autobiography of Bruce Lee. Did you know he was born in Chinatown?”

      “I did not.” I did. He’s one of Hong Kong’s biggest heroes.

      “And he had a dojo in Oakland.”

      That I did not know. “The book sounds interesting.”

      “Yeah, my friend Christian lent it to me. I met him in judo class. Maybe I can start taking kung fu classes, too.”

      My boy was becoming quite the martial arts enthusiast. He had already been involved in judo for over a year now and had even won a couple of small tournaments at his dojo.

      “Is there a school nearby?”

      “I dunno. I’ll ask at the dojo and let you know, okay?”

      “That sounds perfect. But right now it’s time for dinner, so table that book and come downstairs.”

      Dinner that night lasted for forty-five minutes, longer than usual, but the conversation was good and so was the food. Afterward, Lucy rushed over to the couch and started playing games on her tablet. “Uh huh,” I said. “Did you finish your homework?”

      She remained quiet, pretending she didn’t hear me.

      “Lucy, don’t make me ask you twice.”

      “Awwww, Mommy,” she groaned.

      “No games until it’s finished. Understood?”

      “But I’m tired.”

      “Next time, do your homework as soon as you get home, and that way, you won’t have to worry about it later.” I grabbed the tablet out of her hands. “You’ll get this back when I see your homework finished.”

      I watched her stomp her tiny feet up the stairs before I turned to her brother. “And what about you?”

      “All done. I’ll be upstairs reading.”

      Awesome!

      By the time Po Po and I finished clearing the table and doing all the dishes, it was nearing six thirty, which was more like eight for her. Her eyes looked tired, and I knew she’d had a long day. Still, at seventy-one years of age, she was pretty active—and she was up every morning at five thirty.

      “Let me finish wiping the counters,” I said before taking the cloth from her hand.

      “I help,” she insisted.

      “Nope. Get out of here.”

      She nodded. “Okay, I take a bath now.”

      Since she had fixed an amazing dinner, cleaning up was the least I could do. I’m so glad we have a dishwasher. After I had finished in the kitchen, I retired to my office to give my case more thought.

      As always, I made a pass over all my notes and the case files for the three victims as a reminder of what I already knew. Sometimes looking at the information with a fresh head helped me to see things differently. That wasn’t the case that night. As much as it felt like we were making progress, my gut told me otherwise. So did the headache that lingered near the base of my skull.

      I still had a little trouble buying the idea that my killer was a woman. Typically, serial killers were white males. It’s not that women didn’t kill—they do. They just don’t fit neatly into what has long been regarded as the profile of a serial killer. Times were changing though. A case I had worked in Detroit a few years back was proof.

      I pulled out my phone and pulled up the suspect’s picture. It was grainy, and the angle was typical of most surveillance cameras, a top down visual. She didn’t look like a killer, but the good ones never do. Who are you? Why are you killing people?

      It was a little after eight, and I was still lost within my thoughts, when I received a call from Tucker, the newbie agent.

      “Agent Kane, it’s Agent Tucker. Sorry to bother you at home, but the early evening news didn’t feature our mystery woman.”

      That didn’t surprise me. None of the news stations had reported on the crime. Only a couple of small papers had made mention of Piper’s death: the Marin Independent Journal and the Sausalito MarinScope. To most of the media, her death wasn’t newsworthy enough. Translation: It wasn’t sensational enough to move papers or spike ratings.

      “That sucks.”

      “Yeah, well, I called a bunch of them back, and now they have all promised to feature it on the late news.”

      “Oh? What made them change their mind?”

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I gave the case a nickname, something they could sell.”

      “What name did you give them?”

      “The Cotton Candy Killer.”
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      Vitaly Scherbo slouched on his couch. Sweat had soaked his shirt, and his bouncing legs showed no sign of losing their beat as he drifted in and out of his thoughts. A bottle of vodka he had removed from the freezer stood unopened on the small coffee table in front of him. The icy frost that had once covered the narrow bottle was nothing more than a tiny moat circling the base.

      For three hours the bottle had stared at Vitaly, urging him to indulge one last time. It was always one last time. He didn’t want to drink, but the pain he felt inside wouldn’t disappear, and only the clear elixir from his homeland had the strength to dull it, if only for a few hours.

      Vitaly had come from a well-to-do family; his father had made his fortune in aluminum after the fall of Communism. While his older brothers had been anxious to involve themselves in the family business, Vitaly had preferred psychology over the production of goods for commerce. He had dreamed of becoming a psychologist, a profession that hadn’t been highly sought after in his hometown of Krasnoyarsk, Russia. Therefore, it hadn’t been a common pathway at the universities where he had lived.

      He had studied overseas to obtain a proper education in his field, receiving his undergraduate degree in London and his master’s in New York, and was currently working on his doctorate in clinical psychology in San Francisco. For a year and a half, he had attended the University of San Francisco and excelled. Only recently had he taken on a job as a cabbie, not because he needed the money—his father paid for everything—but to do what he loved doing: studying people. He had planned on writing his thesis paper based on his observations and conversations with his fares.

      By the sheer nature of who Vitaly was and what he was studying to become, anyone who entered his cab became subject matter. He was a very astute person to begin with, and not much got by him—a positive trait, Vitaly thought. Life had been perfect until that day across the bay when he had picked up those three people in Sausalito.

      He’d followed his procedure, never straying, not even the tiniest bit. As soon as the passengers were in the car and their destination called out, Vitaly had done what he always did with each fare: he struck up a conversation. He studied their movements. He listened to their conversations. It had been no different with the trio in the back of his cab that day.

      He had thought it strange to find a forty-something couple palling around with a woman in her early twenties. It would have been perfectly fine if she’d been their daughter, but she wasn’t—he didn’t need to be told that. She looked nothing like them, the ages weren’t quite right, and their conversation only confirmed it.

      Most people would have seen nothing wrong with the situation, and that was expected; most people hadn’t made a career of studying people and learning the ins and outs of criminal psychology like Vitaly had for the last nine years.

      It had been this area of expertise that made Vitaly first notice the man and the way he looked at Piper like a ravaged animal waiting to feast. And though he had tried hard to cover his intense stares with smile and laughter, the man swallowed often, licked his lips, and wiped sweat off his brow, even though the temperatures had been in the low seventies. It was as if he would pounce on her at any second. The more Vitaly watched, the more he’d thought something was wrong.

      And then things got worse.

      He had begun to take notice of the woman. He saw through her laughter, and hair flips, and her touchy-feely hands that always seemed to follow her way-too-agreeable nods; it had been clear that her role was that of an older sister, someone trustworthy. It’s as if she were putting on an act, too. They were two wolves in disguise, talking up a baby sheep. The mannerisms of the woman were nothing like the man. Hers had been polished enough that the untrained eye wouldn’t have blinked, but Vitaly had seen through her veiled deception.

      As for the young girl, she hadn’t found anything unusual about her companions. It didn’t appear as if the girl had been forced to go anywhere. She was agreeable and friendly with the older couple. They were friendly. They were normal. They’d had her convinced she was in a safe environment.

      Vitaly tried to converse. He watched. He listened. He diagnosed. He feared. The young woman had been willing to chit-chat with him, but the other two only responded with malevolent stares. She does not know. You must say something.

      At first, Vitaly hadn’t believed what his mind had concluded. Surely, he must have gotten something wrong or jumped too hastily to his conclusions about the man and the woman. But what if he were right? The signs were there. Why couldn’t it be true?

      Based on his observations, the woman was likely a sociopath. She was charming, very likeable indeed. A lot of people are friendly, but coupled with continuous lying, it starts to build a case. For instance, Vitaly found it very unlikely that this woman had visited the Amazon. The woman hadn’t stopped talking since she sat down inside the car, and she had told the most elaborate of stories fueled with adrenaline and involving high risk—a common characteristic.

      Her low-cut tank top had barely been able to contain her full chest. The flimsy bra had been more for style than form. Was that enough to peg her as a sexual person, a clear trait of a sociopath? Vitaly wasn’t sure. There were many more telling signs, but hadn’t been able to make a full determination without further observation.

      And the man—did he know?

      If she was a sociopath and the man knew it, Vitaly got the impression that he didn’t care. Why? Based on Vitaly’s backseat diagnosis, the man was a psychopath; they tend not to be bothered by those kinds of things.

      The man’s forced smiles and occasional chuckles had checked the box for superficial charm. He had moved in his seat and twiddled his thumbs. Psychopaths were known to suffer a never-ending battle with boredom. The way he looked at the young woman, in a predatory way. She was a prize to him, something he could have used to feed his psychological need. She was not human; she just was. To Vitaly, those signs had suggested that the man felt no remorse for his actions. Of course, Vitaly couldn’t prove any of it. It had all been just observation.

      In the end, Vitaly had been left with two half-baked diagnoses that could go either way.

      On their own, both the man and the woman could be dangerous. But if Vitaly’s theory had been right, that the man had been a psychopath and the woman had been a sociopath and they had formed a relationship to fuel each other’s needs, then that young woman was in grave danger.

      On his way back to the city, Vitaly had replayed the drive over and over in his head. He wept as he thought of how he had done nothing, said nothing. He had let that poor, young girl exit the back of his cab and leave with those very disturbing people even though his gut had screamed for him to do something.

      When he read the paper the next day, he had seen the mention of a dead hiker found on the mountain, and he knew who it was without even reading the rest of the article. He was responsible. His emotions only twisted further into a ball of self-hatred. He had known and had done nothing. He ignored all the signs.

      I should have told them.

      Vitaly knew it was wrong to withhold the information from the police, but he was scared—scared of what might happen to him, scared that maybe he might be implicated, or worse, that the couple would find out and come after him. After all, they knew what he looked like. His name had been clearly displayed on the cab license.

      Streams of remorse trailed from his puffy eyes as the guilt inside burned through his chest. Vitaly reached toward the coffee table, past the bottle of vodka, for the true answer to his pain.

      Vitaly’s problem wasn’t that he was an alcoholic. Deep down, he knew the real reason he had done nothing and had said nothing. He had known this reason for a long time—most of his life. Even though he had gone his own direction, left Russia and studied abroad for years, those were safe things. He’d had his father’s money to protect him and his father’s business to fall back on. The truth of the matter was that Vitaly was, and always has been, an honest-to-goodness coward.

      And that’s why Piper Taylor was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was at my desk, with my back facing the door, when I sensed someone standing behind me. I thought it was Lucy, who I had put to bed over an hour ago. She had overcome her fear of the third floor and started sneaking up on me while I worked. “Lucy, is that you?”

      “No,” said a voice in a poor imitation of a little girl.

      I spun around in my chair and found Kang leaning against the doorframe with a smile on his face. My initial reaction had me jumping back a bit in my chair. “Dammit, Kyle. What are you doing here?”

      “I thought we were going to hit up that Russian kid again.”

      “I know that. What I mean is, what are you doing sneaking up on me inside my home?”

      “Your Po Po let me in. She said you were up here and that she was on her way to bed.”

      Kang hadn’t bothered to call and had shown up at my doorstep at nine. Of course Po Po had let him in, not because she knew him, but because she didn’t. And it wasn’t because he was a police officer, because he wasn’t wearing a uniform. No, she let him in because he was Chinese, and she thought I had a date. She had sent him up the stairs unannounced.

      Agent House had asked me once if it bothered my mother-in-law when I went out on dates, being that I had married her son and was now a widow. I had told her Po Po wasn’t bothered by it. At first, I’d thought she would be, but one day, she had told me that she was fine with me dating other men; she didn’t expect me to honor my late husband’s memory by remaining single. And plus, she thought me remarrying and having a man around the house would be good for the children. What she was against was me dating a man who wasn’t Chinese, and that’s why she had sent Kang straight up. I could have been naked in the bath, and she still would have sent him up.

      I told Kang to wait downstairs while I freshened up.

      “You look fine. You don’t have to do that for me.”

      “I’m not doing it for you,” I called out as I walked into my bedroom.

      To which he responded while heading downstairs, “All I’m saying is that you look good.”

      Was that a real compliment or a flirty compliment? I laughed it off. Ten minutes later, I walked downstairs in jeans, a hoodie and my Oakland A’s baseball cap. Kang had made himself at home in front of the television.

      “You like baseball?” He stood up and turned the TV off.

      “I like the A’s.”

      “We should catch a game sometime. I have a cousin who works for a radio station in Oakland, and he’s always giving away tickets.”

      I grabbed my purse. “That sounds great.” Free tickets to an A’s game? I’m all over that.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, we arrived at Vitaly’s apartment. We were about ten steps from his front door when a gunshot rang out from inside. The front door was locked, so we hurried through the gate and toward the backyard. The curtains were open, and I could see Vitaly slouched to the side on the couch, lit only by the blue hue from the television. The rest of the apartment was dark.

      I reached for the handle on the sliding glass door and pulled. Surprisingly, it was open. Kang and I entered and discovered that Vitaly had sustained a gunshot to the head—self-inflicted. He still held the weapon in his right hand; it looked like a Sigma 9mm.

      Kang had already pulled out his cell phone and dialed 911 for an ambulance. I knew they would call it a DOA when they got here, but it was procedure. Why did you do this? Vitaly had seemed fine earlier, a little hung over and a little freaked out by our showing up on his doorstep, but generally fine. Was he hiding something?

      While we waited for the ambulance and the detectives from the area precinct, we poked around the apartment and discovered he was first and foremost a student. “I guess this explains all the missed days,” I said, looking at a bookshelf full of textbooks. Most of them were psychology and sociology books.

      “I’m going to take a look in the bedroom,” Kang said.

      I nodded and continued poking around the living room area. There was an unopened bottle of vodka on the table in front of the couch where Vitaly sat. Something had him troubled. The table was a filthy mess: two filled ashtrays, a couple of empty coffee containers, crusted food spills, and used napkins. I was about to find Kang when my eye caught something scribbled on one of the napkins.

      “Kang!” I shouted.

      A beat later, he returned to the living room. “What is it?”

      I pointed at the napkin.

      Kang picked it up and read it out loud. “‘I’m sorry, Piper.’ He knew something.”

      “Whatever he knew, it was enough to make him blow his brains out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, that’s the way. Yes! Yes! Yes!” Vicki vocalized in rhythm as she lay on her back. A muscular black man lay between her legs, rocking the bed on its frame each time he buried himself inside her. She gripped his meaty arms, her nails biting into his dark skin as she shook her head from side to side. “It feels so good. Don’t stop,” she said breathlessly.

      Enough of the lamps in the hotel room were left on to create a relaxing mood while providing enough light for Jerry to film everything. He sat in a chair near the TV stand watching the thousand-dollar-an-hour black stud earn his pay. They had found his ad on an adult escort site that touted “a black anaconda between my legs.” Jerry responded to the ad and arranged for a time, with the condition that, if he didn’t live up to the advertised promise, he would be turned away.

      The six-foot-two man went by the name Sampson, except he didn’t gain his strength from his hair. Vicki had squealed when he had entered their hotel room earlier. “What a fine specimen.”

      She’d grabbed hold of his arm with one hand and fondled his chest with her other. This wasn’t the first time the Carlsons had brought another man into their bed. It was a treat for both of them, because Jerry enjoyed watching, and Vicki got variety. It also wasn’t the first time Vicki had taken a black lover.

      She had ordered him to drop his pants immediately. “No sense in wasting everybody’s time.”

      Sampson had unbuckled and let his pants fall to the carpet. He wore no underwear and was true to his word.

      Jerry had started filming Sampson and his wife from the moment they hit the bed, obtaining all of the requisite porn angles. After forty-five minutes and three wailing orgasms from Vicki, Jerry thought he had enough of that type of footage and attached the handheld camera to a travel tripod. It allowed him to operate the zoom function with one hand while he used the other to stroke his semi-erect cock. He watched for a while as Sampson continued his effortless thrusting.

      Eventually, his eyes wandered from the action to the television near him. He had left it on earlier and forgotten all about it, really. The sound had been muted, so he turned it up a tad to listen to bits and pieces of the news report. It didn’t seem to distract the two on the bed. Sampson had flipped Vicki over to her hands and knees, and she had started rocking against him.

      Jerry turned his attention back to the television. A graphic appeared next to the reporter: The Cotton Candy Killer. Huh, this is interesting. He leaned in closer but had trouble hearing everything the reporter said due to his wife. The graphic then changed to a picture of two women captured by a surveillance camera. Jerry blinked his eyes and took a closer look. That can’t be. He looked away for a second, then back at the screen and focused once more. That woman… That’s my wife. And the other one—that’s Piper.

      He wasn’t mistaken. He could pick Vicki out of any line up, even a photo like this that showed three quarters of a face from the top down. It wasn’t the best picture and thankfully she was wearing a wig, which made a big difference in her appearance, but still. How recognizable would she be in public?

      Jerry thought back to that moment. He had chosen to remain outside for a smoke and thus had inadvertently escaped being photographed. I could have easily been in that picture; of course, I would have spotted the cameras and warned her. Jerry usually didn’t wear a disguise when he and Vicki were on the hunt, but seeing his wife on TV made him reconsider his actions. Until now, he had thought they were getting better with their crimes. This was a sloppy mistake, disguise or not. Vicki knew to look for cameras and avoid them. She’s losing her focus.

      The graphic changed to a nighttime shot of the actual store in Sausalito where another reporter stood. The police must have talked to the owner of that shop. Jerry thought hard about what that person might have noticed about them. And then he remembered: Vicki had mentioned she had gotten the number for a cab company from someone in the store. That also meant a conversation took place. Eye contact had been made—more mistakes from his wife.

      He switched off the TV right as his wife stopped her moaning. She lay under Sampson, hidden almost entirely by his muscled mass. She gave him a pat on the back, and he rolled off her. They both lay still, catching their breath.

      “Did he cum inside you?” Jerry asked pointedly.

      “No. I thought I would wait for later.”

      Jerry walked over to the bed, leaned down and gave his wife a long, loving kiss. She smiled back at him as he pulled away, her hands still holding the sides of his face. “I love you, darling.”

      “I love you, too,” he said, grabbing a hand towel next to him and dabbing it against her forehead.

      “Help me up,” she said, reaching up with both arms.

      Jerry pulled on both of them as she slid her legs off the bed and moved herself into a seated position. “Boy, that was fun, but I need to take a breather.” She kissed her husband once more before moving over to the lounge chair and kicking her feet up onto the ottoman. “I’ll be right here.”

      Sampson was still on the bed, sitting back on his legs and still rigid as ever. Jerry lay down. He grabbed beneath his knees and pulled back on his legs, all while thinking about his dilemma. He should have been bubbling with excitement as he watched Sampson slather lube around his shaft and maneuver himself into position. But Jerry was too busy problem solving. His and Vicki’s situation had suddenly changed and not for the better. Jerry looked over at his wife. She smiled at him, unaware that her picture had been broadcast across the airwaves and labeled as the Cotton Candy Killer. What to do? He drifted farther into his thoughts, oblivious to Sampson’s forceful entry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Thursday, five days since Piper Taylor had been killed—more than two weeks for Kang’s victims, whose cases had gone cold. My investigation was the only thing breathing life into his homicides, and I had slammed into another wall. Vitaly’s unexpected suicide was a huge disappointment. Clearly he had known something about what had happened to Piper, and that information had died with him that day.

      There was a glimmer of hope, though. Tucker had begun to field calls regarding Piper’s death thanks to the media’s broadcast of the Cotton Candy Killer. Some people reported having seen her at the Ferry Building near Market Street; others had seen her on the ferry itself or at the Sausalito port. None of them could place the woman—yet. It seemed as though Piper’s beauty overshadowed anyone next to her. Our mystery woman might as well have been invisible. Is that why she picked Piper?

      Case reports and notes from my investigation covered my desk. It all looked familiar, but I diligently went through the information again. In between sips of tea, I studied the reports from House and Kang. I looked over the ME’s report and the reports from the park rangers and the FBI field office out of Cleveland. Nothing chipped away at the mental wall that had erected itself.

      It was a tough day at the office. Question after question fished for answers in my head, but they all came up empty-handed. When I find myself in a situation like I did that day, I bury myself in the information. I continue that approach until somehow, someway, I punch through.

      “Agent Kane.”

      I looked up and saw Tucker walking toward my desk, bright-eyed and eager.

      “Sorry to bother you, but I wanted to update you with my progress on accessing the surveillance cameras at the docks.”

      I pushed back from the desk a bit. “What did you find out?”

      “Getting access was easy. I’ve already pored over the footage that coincided with the timeframe you gave me.”

      “And?”

      “I captured footage of Piper Taylor at the San Francisco ferry building, but she was alone. Well, she looked like she boarded the ferry by herself. The footage in Sausalito also showed her exiting the boat but again, by herself.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Tucker’s shoulders rose, and his voice softened. “I’m pretty sure, but I think it would be a good idea for us to both look at the footage.”

      I followed Tucker back to his desk where he played the video footage on his desktop.

      “This is from the ferry building in the city.” Tucker scrolled slowly until we saw Piper enter the frame.

      “Keep going,” I said.

      The angle of the camera was from behind her, slightly off to the side. I could make out part of her face, but the clothes and the backpack were what confirmed it for me. I watched her move slowly toward the ticket taker.

      “She doesn’t talk to anyone,” Tucker said.

      “Hold on. Back the footage up until right before the ticket handler.”

      Tucker did as I said.

      “Right there. The ticket handler—Piper doesn’t turn over a ticket to him.”

      “Huh?”

      “Rewind a bit farther and watch everyone in front of her.” Sure enough, everyone in front of Piper handed over a ticket except her. The man behind her handed over a ticket but not the woman and two kids. “You see that? He paid for the woman and two kids. My guess is that person in front of Piper is our woman and she turned over both of their tickets. That’s our Cotton Candy Killer, and they met before the trip.”

      We watched the footage of them exiting the boat in Sausalito. Piper and that same woman were together again, except this time, she had removed her large raincoat and hat. Our suspect’s clothes and hair now matched the description from the owner at the sweet shop.

      “You mentioned that she left the hostel alone,” Tucker confirmed.

      “According to the young woman at the front desk, she left alone, and as far as that girl knew, had planned on traveling to Muir Woods by herself. She said it was ‘an easy trip.’ There wasn’t much time from when she left the hostel to the departure of the ferry, about an hour and a half.”

      “If she stayed in a hostel, she walked,” Tucker said. “It’s not that far, and as a tourist, it’s another opportunity to see the city.”

      “So, a twenty-five minute walk.”

      “At the most, unless she stopped somewhere.”

      “Do me a favor. Pull up Google Maps and let’s take a look at the obvious routes. Let’s see if there’s anything worth making a stop for outside of a coffee.”

      Tucker moved his fingers over his keyboard and a map of San Francisco appeared in his browser. He zoomed in so we could see both the hostel and the ferry building in frame.

      “Well, the most direct route is to take Sacramento Street down to Drumm Street. From there, she could travel south to Market and cross over Embarcadero Drive to the Ferry Building or go north to Clay and cross over.”

      “She passes The Embarcadero Center on the way,” I noted. “What girl doesn’t like shopping?”

      “I’ll find out if the Center has cameras on the property and get access. We might get lucky.”

      I thanked Tucker for his help and returned to my desk, thinking how grateful I was to have a young agent who put everything he had into whatever I asked of him. Even though I knew Piper could have met this woman earlier in the week, my gut told me that wasn’t the case. With time racing, I wondered whether this woman was a local resident or someone passing through town. If it was the latter, every day was a day she could wrap up production on her show and take off. Flushing her out of hiding was my best shot and the only way I would find her. I had to keep squeezing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kang was sitting quietly at his desk and reviewing his notes when Sokolov took a seat at the desk opposite him. “What’s the word, boss?”

      Kang straightened his tie before leaning back and giving his partner his full attention. “We’ve made progress but not enough to where I think we have a handle on it and are closing in.”

      “The Cotton Candy Killer. I saw it on the news. Catchy.”

      “That was Abby’s doing.”

      “Abby? You two are on a first-name basis?” Sokolov raised his eyebrows, furthering his curious response.

      Kang waved off his partner’s insinuation that something other than work was taking place between him and Abby. “It’s not like that. We’re friends. No need to keep it so formal.”

      “Friends…” Sokolov pushed up his lower lip as he nodded, his smile growing.

      “Yes. Friends. You know, like you and me.”

      Sokolov coughed out a loud laugh.

      “What?” Kang raised his shoulders, his palms held out.

      “That’s a weak rebuttal.” Sokolov squeezed his eyelids tighter. “You like this woman, yes?”

      “Don’t you have some dried fish to eat?”

      “I’ve known you a long time, my friend. You can’t pull the wool over this Russian,” Sokolov said as he jabbed his index finger into his own chest.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The bald detective lowered his head and steadied his eyes. “I’m like KGB. I know everything.”

      Kang wasn’t interested in any more Abby talk. “How’s your task force coming along?”

      Enthusiasm returned to Sokolov’s voice. “I’ve put together a good group of men—five altogether. We were able to rent a small office in Inner Richmond for our base of operations.”

      A surprised look settled on Kang’s face. “How did you manage that?”

      “Important case. I didn’t question when the captain suggested it.”

      “What’s the plan of attack?”

      “We focus on rebuilding a list of the players and start surveillance. We’ll see where this takes us.” Sokolov leaned back in his chair with both hands behind his head. “How close are you to finding this cotton lady?”

      “Not very close,” Kang said, still futzing with his tie.

      “You still think she killed our two vics?”

      “Good question. I’m more confident that she killed that hiker. It’ll either pan out, or it won’t.”

      “Maybe you keep coming at it from another angle. The captain expects both cases to be solved.”

      This time, Kang saw none of the playfulness in Sokolov’s eyes he had seen earlier. His partner, as always, was a solid sounding board. As much as he liked working with Abby, he had an obligation to make progress on his two cases.

      Kang stood up. “I’m heading out for a walk. Need to clear my head.”

      “My time is limited,” Sokolov said. “But if you need anything…”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      Kang exited the precinct and headed toward Chinatown. A walk through his favorite part of town never let him down, and it usually helped him work through his cases. But that day, he also wondered if it would also help him work through the feelings he had begun to have for Abby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked at my watch; it was quarter to four. I had agreed to have coffee with Dr. Green at the Starbucks on Bush Street. He had sent me a text asking if we could meet Thursday afternoon. I liked Green and knew he had developed a crush on me, but romantically, he wasn’t my type. On the other hand, I didn’t want to keep making excuses. It’s coffee. What’s the big deal? So I said yes. Plus, the top medical examiner in the city wasn’t a bad guy to have on my side. I may need a favor or two from him down the line.

      Green was already inside waiting for me and waved from a table in the far corner.

      “Hi, Dr. Green. It’s nice to see you again.”

      He stood up and pulled my chair out for me. “Oh please, this is a personal meeting. Let’s use our first names, Abby.”

      Okie dokie. I smiled and took my seat.

      “May I get you something?”

      I removed my tin of loose-leaf tea from my purse. “Hot water. I kind of have an addiction,” I said with a shrug. I sensed Green’s attempts to make this feel like a date. It was, but not the kind of date he had pictured in his head.

      “Well, I’ll get us some pastries to share.”

      Before I could object, he had popped out of his seat and taken off.

      I sat quietly, spinning my tin can around between my index finger and the table. I wondered what we would talk about. Would we resort to the expected and discuss the case or work in general? Or would he surprise me and hold a conversation that didn’t have anything to do with a dead body?

      Green returned with a chocolate brownie and one of those everything bars, along with my cup of hot water. He had already ordered himself a large coffee ahead of time. I fixed my tea and picked up a fork. There’s no way I would let a chocolate brownie sit in front of me without a taste. No can do.

      “I heard through the grapevine that you like to box,” he started off.

      Wow, that came out of nowhere. I can’t remember mentioning it. “I do. My father taught me how when I was a young girl. I got away from the ring for some time, but since my move to San Francisco, I’ve fallen back into it.”

      “It’s a great way to keep the body in condition.”

      “That’s mostly why I picked it up again. I run as well, but boxing tends to give me a more balanced workout. And you? What do you like to do for exercise?”

      “I wish I could say something impressive like muay thai fighting, but sadly, I can’t. I enjoy hiking. I love being out in nature. Not only is it beautiful, it’s very peaceful.”

      “I’ll agree with you there. I try to get the family over to Golden Gate Park as often as I can. I know the nature found there is nothing like hiking, but it does the trick.”

      “Oh, it certainly does. I love the park. In fact, I live nearby.”

      From that point on, the conversation steered itself all over the place. At one point, we exchanged embarrassing stories about our childhood. Green’s were particularly entertaining. He had hippie parents who liked taking him on weekend camping trips to Bolinas with other families. He said there was a lot of nudity, pot and music. I laughed, hard.

      “Oh my, I can’t believe you had to endure that.”

      “At the time, I thought it was normal.” He laughed. “I didn’t know otherwise. My parents were, and still are, big-time nudists. That fun, magical place where we vacationed was a nudist colony.” We giggled. “I liked swimming in the pool and roasting marshmallows over the campfire at night. What about you?” he asked.

      “My mother thought I was a lesbian from age sixteen to age twenty-eight, the year I married my late husband.” We both laughed as Green tried to get an apology out about my husband’s passing. Thankfully, he didn’t ask more about it.

      I had a nice time with Green. It felt like we could talk about anything, and I was a bit surprised when I looked at my watch and saw that an hour had already passed. I told Green I’d had a very nice time talking to him, but I needed to get back to the office.

      We were still chatting when we exited the coffee shop and I heard someone call my name. I spun around and saw Kang walking toward us.

      “Kyle, what are you doing here?”

      “I took a walk through Chinatown and decided to loop back on Kearny Street.”

      “You know Dr. Green, right?”

      Kang looked down at my coffee date without his usual smile. “Green,” he said with a quick nod.

      Green looked up at my temporary partner without the smile I’d seen all afternoon and returned the same abrupt reply. “Kang.”

      Methinks they know each other. Fun had left the room, and awkward had taken over. I didn’t know what to say, so I excused myself to go to the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      “How do you know Abby?” Green asked when he and Kang were alone.

      “We’re working on a case together. I assume that’s what you’re doing?”

      “Oh no, quite the opposite. We’re on a date.” Green beamed and pocketed his hands.

      Kang jerked his head back. He wasn’t expecting that.

      “Cat got your tongue? Yeah, don’t look so surprised. Abby and I hit it off. I know you’re thinking I’m not her type, but I’ll have you know, it’s all fun and laughter when she’s with me.” Green had puffed his chest out a bit.

      “How… how long have you⁠—”

      “Been seeing her? Well, let’s see…” Green began a count on his hand. “This is the third time.” I’m not lying. Everything I’ve said is true. “Things are really moving along for us. I’m pretty serious about her, just so you know. You’re not interested in her, are you?”

      “We’re partners on a case. That’s all.”

      Kang looked away. He hadn’t gotten the impression that Abby was involved with someone. To think he had spent the last half hour thinking about her, even working up the guts to ask her out. Kang actually thought she might even be out of his league, but seeing her with Green… well, not only was it a shock; it actually made him jealous. It didn’t help that it was Green.

      Kang and the medical examiner had a history. Their relationship had been fine until he worked the Top Chef Killer case a few years ago. It was during that time that Green had met Inspector Leslie Choi and had become smitten with her. Kang didn’t think her feelings had been mutual. Anyway, Green developed a jealous streak over all the time that Kang and Choi spent together and how well the two got along. From that point on, Kang and Green’s relationship had deteriorated. This was yet another case of Abby/Leslie déjà-vu.

      “Yeah, she probably wouldn’t be into a guy like you anyway. Plus, I already have dibs on her.” Green bounced his eyebrows at Kang.

      You smarmy little shit. Kang took a deep breath, forcing his face to relax. Calm down, Kyle. You’re not dating her. Don’t get upset because someone else had the balls to ask her out while you pretended not to like her. He straightened up to his full height to make Green feel tiny. “Tell Abby I’ll catch up with her later.”
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      Jerry had been looking forward to the night tour of Alcatraz he had booked a few days before their arrival in San Francisco. But now, with the situation with his wife, it dampened the excitement. If the Cotton Candy Killer news piece blew up, they would have to flee the city before completing their five objectives—a no-go in his mind. The entire situation angered him.

      They had a list of precautions they’d agreed to follow. In fact, it had been all Vicki’s idea. She was the one who had implemented layers of planning to lessen their chances of being caught. Over the last couple of years, she’d spent measurable amounts of time refining the way they would complete their kills. For this trip especially, she’d thought of everything from fake aliases and passports to dummy prepaid credit cards and bank accounts that were replenished through their bank accounts offshore. They had disguises packed in their suitcases, even a plan for what to do should they find themselves on the run and separated.

      Jerry had been against it all from the very beginning. He preferred to slice and dice on a whim and couldn’t care less about a trail that led back to him. But over time, she had slowly helped him change his methods. Now, he had become obsessed with following the rules to a T.

      He still hadn’t mentioned to his wife that her picture had made the late news. They had stayed in the hotel all day, contentedly lying in each other’s arms between screwing and ordering room service. A threesome always seemed to bring them closer.

      Jerry turned to the night table and peeked at his watch. It was encroaching on half past four. They would need to get ready soon.

      “Why are you watching the clock?” Vicki asked playfully. “Don’t you like being stuck in bed with me?”

      “We have tickets for Alcatraz, remember? I don’t want to miss the ferry.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” she said absently. Vicki had no interest in visiting the prison. She thought it strange that Jerry wanted to visit a place that could become a reality in their line of business.

      Jerry looked at his wife. “You still don’t want to go, do you?”

      She pouted her lips and lowered her chin. “No.”

      “Tell you what; stay here and relax. Order more room service. I’ll go by myself. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” The less interaction you have with the news-watching public, the better.

      Jerry kissed his wife reassuringly. He slipped out of bed and stepped into the shower but not before asking her to join him. Keeping her in the hotel seemed easy enough, but how would he stop her from watching television or surfing the Internet? She might discover what he had been hiding from her. And then what?

      Jerry wrestled with the problem while he lathered and scrubbed his wife’s back. He thought of telling her, but decided the right thing was to keep quiet. They did not have a plan for something like this. He knew she would never have bothered to give it any thought, because she was confident they would never end up in a situation like this. She would be devastated to know she was the one who screwed things up.

      Jerry wished it had been his mistake. Of course he’d have to take a beating for it, but it would save his wife the embarrassment. Should she find out, Jerry feared she might lose her confidence. He couldn’t have that. As a team, they both needed to be strong. A panicked wife creating more problems was the last thing he needed.

      As they toweled each other off, he casually mentioned that she should nap so she would be fresh and ready to continue the fun when he returned.

      “Jerry,” she said with a smile, “you’ve been so attentive all afternoon.”

      Upon hearing that, Jerry dropped to his knees and snuggled his face between her legs. Vicki laughed and tried to push him away, but he held tight and kept his face buried and his tongue moving. It didn’t take long before Vicki succumbed to pleasure once again.

      Jerry continued his husbandly duties on the bed while looking at his watch every few minutes. He intended to leave at the last possible moment, with his wife tired and completely uninterested in moving. When the time came, he kissed her and bolted out the door. Even with all that could go wrong, he still wanted to tour Alcatraz.
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      Vicki hadn’t moved, still content to lie in the same revealing position that her husband had left her in. But boredom eventually set in. She rolled over twice to the other side of the king-size bed and fetched the remote off the nightstand. She pushed the power button, and the flat screen powered to life with previews of movies available on the hotel’s on-demand system. She flipped through a few of the channels but didn’t recognize any shows. She clicked the remote once more, turning the television off.

      What to do? It didn’t take her very long to figure that out. She dressed, put on her face and left the comforts of the room. The Carlsons had been staying at the Parc 55 Wyndham on Cyril Magnin Street near the edge of the Tenderloin. She had wanted to book one of the many charming boutique hotels in the lower Nob Hill area, but Jerry had reminded her of her rule that they be as inconspicuous as possible. The large Parc 55 hotel made it easy for them to blend into the sea of faces that other guests, and the hotel staff, saw on a daily basis.

      Union Square, the epicenter of San Francisco shopping, was only a few blocks over, and that was the compromise. Vicki had thoughts of buying new lingerie, something to surprise Jerry. The concierge directed her to the Victoria’s Secret inside Westfield Center, only a two-minute walk in the opposite direction of the square.

      Once there, she spent thirty minutes searching for the perfect outfit. She continually switched back and forth between the classic bra, panty and garter belt ensemble versus the cute, see-through négligée. She came close to buying one of each but, in the end, opted for what she thought her husband would like best: stripper wife.

      Vicki didn’t bother to browse the rest of the shopping center; instead, she hurried over to Union Square. She had wanted to shop at Macy’s ever since they landed in San Francisco. Almost two hours had passed when she received a text from her husband that he had returned and wanted to know why she wasn’t in the room. Vicki had completely lost track of time. It seems like he just left. She texted him back that she had finished shopping and would be home soon. Vicki hurried down the four flights of escalators to the ground floor. She had intended to be lying on the bed in her new outfit when Jerry returned. So much for the big surprise.

      She exited Macy’s at the north doors, facing Union Square. Before she could turn left, in the direction of her hotel, the most beautiful voice caught her ear. Her head turned from side to side as she searched for the owner of that soulful voice. Her ears led her across the street and up the stairs into the square.

      There, a young man sat on a chair, strumming a guitar while he sang into a microphone. It wasn’t a song Vicki had ever heard before, but she loved it. None of the passersby seemed to notice the man as they crisscrossed the wide open space, hurrying from one store to another with large shopping bags in tow.

      His high tenor with its angelic notes easily cut through the city noise. He wore a pork pie hat that allowed his golden locks to peek out. The rest of his outfit consisted of a brown sport coat and jeans with scuffed leather boots.

      His eyes were closed and had been since she first had seen him, while his left foot bounced to keep time. Vicki moved to within five feet of the singer, listening and watching until he finished his song. She clapped, and he thanked her with a warm smile as she removed a five-dollar bill from her purse and placed it in the open guitar case on the ground in front of him. He nodded and smiled once more before strumming the beginnings of another song. Eventually, other people gathered, and Vicki lost her private concert.

      She turned to leave but not before smiling at him one last time. When she was out of his sightline, she removed her phone from her purse and texted Jerry, “You’ll never guess what I found.”

      “What?” he replied.

      “The heart we’ve been looking for.”
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      Jerry moved as fast as he could. His heavy backpack slapped against his back with every stride taken. He was thrilled about Vicki’s text message and didn’t want to ruin it by arriving too late. When he got there, a bubbling of perspiration covered his face and the chest area of his brown shirt showed signs of spotting.

      “I power walked here,” he said, bent over and gasping for air.

      Vicki rubbed his shoulder. “Gee, honey, you didn’t have to do that.”

      He looked up at her. “You’re wearing your wig.”

      “Yeah, I know. I kind of like it. Maybe I should grow my hair out.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need it this time.”

      “Well, he’s already seen me in it so…”

      Jerry stood up but still rested both hands on his hips. He twisted his neck, searching for the singer. “Where is he?”

      “There,” Vicki said. She gripped his shoulders and faced him in the right direction. The two watched the singer from a distance, enjoying his melodic tones.

      “He’s pretty good.”

      Vicki smiled and snuggled her husband’s arm. They watched for a few more minutes before Jerry spoke again. “We can’t take care of business around here. It’s too public of a place.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “When he’s done, we’ll follow him and see where that leads us. I brought our equipment.”

      A crowd had begun to form around the young man, allowing the Carlsons to move closer and still remain faceless. When he finished singing, Vicki and Jerry cleared out with the rest of the impromptu audience and took separate seats at a coffee shop about a hundred feet away. There, they waited patiently. An hour later the singer packed up his equipment and headed off.

      The Carlsons split up, as they always did in those situations, and followed at a good distance behind their target. The singer walked up Powell Street until he reached the bus stop on Sutter. Jerry texted his wife that he would move in closer to the young man since he wouldn’t be recognized.

      Vicki continued in the opposite direction on Sutter for fifty yards before crossing the street and doubling back to hide around the corner from them.

      A short wait and the number two bus arrived. The singer entered through the front doors with Jerry right behind. Vicki entered through the rear doors with her head down and a hat on and took a seat next to an elderly lady. The singer walked right by her without even a cursory glance and sat at the rear of the bus. Jerry sat two seats forward from him.

      There the three remained until the bus reached Larkin Street, where the singer exited with Jerry close behind and Vicki trailing. The man stopped at a building right before the next street and headed inside. Jerry caught the gate before it slammed shut and thanked the singer even though he hadn’t held it open. Together, they rode the elevator—the singer to the fifth floor, Jerry to the fourth. When Jerry exited, he quietly made his way up the stairwell to the fifth floor. There he saw four doors. Not bad. I can deal with those odds.

      Vicki waited for Jerry’s text in an alleyway next to the building, under the shadow of scaffolding. They were both in the zone at that point. There would be no confusion or hesitation. When they were this close to what they loved doing most, nothing could deter them—not even the presence of the police car that drove by.

      Two minutes passed, and Vicki received a text from Jerry to meet him at the entrance in thirty seconds. The two moved quickly up the stairs, neither speaking a word. Jerry had already determined which apartment the singer lived in. If he hadn’t, he never would have texted. When they reached the fifth floor, Jerry held up a hand with one finger, then his other hand with five fingers, signaling apartment number sixteen.

      He helped her remove her sweater and the spaghetti strap top underneath before unclasping the black bra that kept her full 34Cs from jiggling. She slipped her top back on. The flimsy material stretched thin, displaying the location of her large areolas while the chilly air kept her nipples pointed. She fixed her hair, freshened her lipstick and dabbed her neck and wrists with a perfume sampler. Jerry then kissed his wife and handed her the blade, which she slipped into the back pocket of her jeans.

      From the stairs, he watched his wife walk confidently down the carpeted hall until she reached the musician’s door, the last one on the left. She rang the doorbell and put on a smile. A few seconds later, she waved at the peephole. Come on; open the door, Jerry thought. A second later, the seal of the door cracked.

      He watched his wife bat her eyelashes as she squeezed her arms together. She said something to the singer and began to playfully walk her fingers down his chest as she backed him into his apartment. That was Jerry’s cue. He moved out of his hiding spot and down the narrow hallway, ready to play his part.

      When he arrived, Vicki had already stuck her blade directly into the singer’s voice box, disabling it. Jerry closed the door behind him and revealed his favorite carving knife. The man stumbled backward at the sight of Jerry. His eyes stretched wide. His mouth dropped open. His left hand still had a grasp around his neck, but it could not contain the bloody leak. The singer shook his head no. His watery eyes pleaded for mercy. Jerry nodded yes. His darkened eyes promised no such thing.
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      It was six a.m. and chilly. The fog had rolled in thick that Friday and settled across the entrance to the Bay and most of the city. When I arrived at Union Square, visibility was better. It was unusual to see it slither so far south. I spotted a couple of black and whites parked near the northwest corner of the square and made the walk.

      The taped-off area looked smaller than usual and piqued my interest right away. I flashed my credentials to the uniform on perimeter duty, and he let me through with a nod. It wasn’t hard to spot Kang amongst the crowd of law enforcement and forensic personnel.

      “Abby. Thanks for coming so quickly. I had the team hold off on processing the scene so you could get a look at it in its original state.”

      I looked around for a body but didn’t see a sheet. I finally had to ask.

      “There isn’t one. There’s only a heart.” Kang motioned for me to follow. “Every year, these large heart-shaped sculptures are painted by different artists and installed around the city. The CowParade exhibit inspired San Francisco to do the same but with painted hearts to play off the song ‘I Left My Heart in San Francisco.’”

      I thought Kang was pulling my leg until I saw the bloody organ sitting on top of the installation. It was housed inside a small, acrylic box as if it were on display. It was.

      “They glued the box to the installation. We’ll probably damage it when we pry the box off.” Kang shook his head in disappointment.

      I leaned in for a closer look. It still looked fresh. “Any idea how long it’s been here?”

      “Green’s office hasn’t had a chance to give an official ruling, but I’m guessing no more than a few hours. The area is heavily trafficked except for a narrow window in the early morning.”

      I looked at Kang, and we both knew what the other thought. “I can’t believe we missed this one,” I said. The song was iconic San Francisco. And the killer took it literally. “I wonder where the owner is.”

      “Who knows?” Kang blurted.

      I watched him flip his jacket collar up and pull it tight around his neck. “I have my men interviewing the people around here and knocking on the doors of the shops in the area, though I’m not hopeful. Most of these stores don’t open until ten in the morning. Even so, a couple of drops of super glue, a firm press to the installation—the killer could have done that without even stopping.”

      Kang looked around before turning back to me. The lines in his forehead had deepened. “You still think the killer is your mystery woman?”

      “She’s the best lead I have.”

      “What about my cases?”

      “She’s also the best lead on your cases, because you have none. Why the awesome mood this morning?”

      Kang didn’t answer me and avoided my eyes by constantly looking around. This was a different side of him, one I hadn’t seen before. Where’s the playful Kang I know? I had thought we worked well together and were on our way to becoming friends. Maybe he’s a grouch in the early morning, I thought, though he should know he wasn’t the only one who had to drag his butt out of bed early.

      I did another walk around the crime scene; there wasn’t much to take in. I circled the work of art and did a larger, ten-foot perimeter. Nothing caught my eye. I also agreed with Kang about the area businesses not being open when the heart was placed on the installation; maybe the Starbucks a block up the street, but that’s about it.

      I gave Kang a pat on the back. “Come on; let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “For coffee and answers.”
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      The night before, the Carlsons had checked out of the Parc 55 and into a charming bungalow on Russian Hill. Vicki couldn’t understand why they had to move from the suite she had grown comfortable with. But when she saw night views of the San Francisco Bay from the private wraparound balcony of the house they had just rented, she forgot all about the Parc 55. The only explanation Jerry gave Vicki for the move was that a change of scenery would be nice and much more private. She figured she had obliged him with the faceless hotel, and he was trying to do the same with a place packed with personality. Their new abode had all the character of an old home, which she craved, yet it was completely modernized to suit their needs.

      Of course, the real reason for the move was that Jerry’s nerves had worsened over the last few days. The kill the night before, while executed flawlessly, had made it worse. Anxiety was a rare emotion for him. Vicki was usually the nervous one who wanted precautions and every move planned. But lately, Jerry had found the roles reversing. He couldn’t quite understand why. He’d never cared about the details in the past. The kill was what mattered the most, not the how, who or where.

      From the moment the two met on a night years earlier in a dive bar, Vicki had brought structure into his life. It had been hard in the beginning, but she stuck with him, and he had learned, or at least accepted, that this was a better way to continue what he loved doing most.

      Both had been single back then, but spending time in that bar hadn’t had anything to do with meeting someone of the opposite sex and had everything to do with filling their macabre desires. Jerry didn’t care who he killed. He had been simply waiting for someone to exit through the back door. After hours without an opportunity, Jerry’s patience had run its course. He had decided to head out back and walk the alley behind the bar in hopes of coming across someone—anyone.

      A young man in a mullet and a sweat stained T-shirt with the sleeves cut off had presented the loudest mouth in the bar that night, and he’d been spreading his putrid body odor, all while his chest remained artificially inflated thanks to the beer muscles he acquired over the night. Vicki had trained her eye on the man. She had watched him carefully after he stood in front of her, babbling and trying to drag her onto the dance floor. She had nearly vomited in her mouth while he tugged on her arm.

      Vicki had decided to take matters into her own hands. She had walked over to the loudmouth and whispered in his ear before heading out the back door as well. A few seconds later, the man had followed.

      Jerry had heard the door open and the click-clack of heels on the pavement. Finally, he had thought as he’d ducked into the shadows. In one pocket he had possessed wire. In the other, a knife. He fondled both, unsure of which to use. He needed to see the person before deciding whether to deliver a close and personal kill or an angry torrent of slashing. He hadn’t been able to hear the heels any longer, and he worried that he might have missed his chance. He took a risk and leaned out of his hiding spot. He saw no one. But before his anger could rise, the back door flew open, and out walked the man he had noticed earlier. Perfect.

      Jerry removed the knife and readied himself. He could hear the scraping of boots against the asphalt as each step came closer to him. But suddenly, Jerry heard the heels again. They were fast and coming his way. Two? Could it be my lucky night?

      Jerry relished the opportunity and made his move. He stepped out from his position in the dark, hand raised, knife poised to strike, only to find a strange woman standing behind the man. She had placed one hand across his mouth, holding him tightly against her. Her other hand had brandished a knife that had been driven deep into her mark, slicing through muscle and sinew. The man gurgled and grasped at his neck. Jerry still stood in the same pose, from which he had exited his hiding spot. The only change had been the mask of confusion that had spread across his face as he watched some other killer poach his victim.

      “What the hell?” he blurted. “He was mine.”

      “Yours?” the woman responded. “I lured him out here.”

      It had been love at first sight. Jerry had helped Vicki stash the body, but not before giving it a few stabs. He had waited while she changed into fresh clothes. She then produced baby wipes for them both to clean their hands and arms. After, the two headed back into the bar for a drink. Jerry and Vicki had been inseparable ever since.
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      We walked uphill from Union Square to the Starbucks at the corner of Sutter and Powell. The sign on the door said they opened at five in the morning. Surely they had to arrive sometime before store hours.

      Inside the coffee shop, we faced a buzz of early morning commuters all wanting their caffeine fix before they faced the monotony of their office jobs. I walked up to one of the employees, a teen girl who was busy wiping a table. Lately, wherever I saw teenagers doing something, I wondered if one day my two kids would do that. It entertained me.

      “Excuse me,” I said, producing my identification. “Is there a manager I can talk to?”

      “Uh, yeah.” The girl swallowed before running off.

      Kang and I stood quietly before he suggested getting a coffee. “I’ll take a cup of hot water.”

      He slipped into line while I waited. Everyone had their faces buried in their smartphones, and the few who didn’t were yacking away on them. It made me feel a little self-conscious that I didn’t have something to do on my own phone.

      A few seconds later, a woman in her early thirties approached me. She had her hair pulled back into a ponytail, and a pen was tucked behind an ear. “How may I help you, Officer?” she asked. Her tone was even and her face looked tired.

      “It’s Agent. My name is Abby Kane. I’m with the FBI, and we’re investigating a crime that took place in Union Square early this morning.”

      She scrunched her eyebrows and followed that up with a breath of disappointment. “What does that have to do with my store?”

      Uh oh, looks like I drew the short straw and ended up with the bitch. “What time do you and your staff usually arrive in the morning?”

      “Jenny—that’s the girl you talked to earlier—and another girl got here at four-thirty this morning, same time I did.”

      Kang returned and handed me my cup. I nodded my thanks. “I’d like to continue talking to you while my partner here talks to Jenny and the other one, if that’s okay.”

      The store manager took a deep breath, and her face remained flat. “It’s not, but I can spare a few.” She then turned to fetch the girls.

      “Boy, I’m glad you’re taking that one,” Kang said, raising his eyebrows.

      “She and her minions arrived here at four-thirty this morning. They might have noticed something on the way in.”

      Kang nodded and took a sip of his coffee. We split off from each other when the manager returned.

      “How do you arrive to work?”

      “I catch the number three bus and get off at Union Square, then I walk the one block to the store.” She couldn’t have sounded more disinterested if she tried.

      “Were there other people around when you exited the bus?”

      “You mean in the square?”

      No, dipshit, on the moon. “Yes, in the square.”

      She tilted her head to the side, and her eyes went blank for a moment before answering. “I was the only one who got off the bus. There were maybe a couple of people around, across the street. I guess they were walking to work. But it’s not my job to conduct a census every morning when I arrive.”

      “Is there a problem, miss?”

      “Yeah, if you haven’t noticed, it’s rush hour here, and every second I’m here talking to you is a second longer someone has to wait for their coffee. Next time, I’ll come to your job when you’re slammed and tell you to stop so I can discuss the intricacies of brewing coffee with you.”

      She was barking up the wrong tree, and I wasn’t in the mood for any backtalk. “All that hot air escaping your mouth—not helping your situation. So either answer my questions, or I’ll handcuff you right now and drag your sorry ass down to my office and question you there.”

      She folded her arms across her chest and relaxed her shoulders.

      “Anything about these people pop out as different or unusual?” I continued.

      “No.” She shrugged. “I had my iPod on and wasn’t paying attention.”

      That’s how people get mugged. I shifted my weight to my left foot. “Did you notice the large heart at the corner?”

      “Sure, it’s only been there since the beginning of the year.”

      My eyes latched onto hers, and I lowered my voice. “Do not test me. Last warning.”

      She eyed me for a moment before giving me a slight nod. I suspect she tried to think through whether I could legally handcuff her and haul her in. Another remark and she would have found out. “Did you see anything on it, or a person near it or walking away from it?”

      “No.”

      I took out my phone and produced the picture of our mystery woman. “Did you see this woman this morning?”

      Her eyes slowly shifted to the phone. “No, she doesn’t look familiar.”

      I hope Kang is having better luck than I am. I pocketed my phone. “Were you the first to arrive this morning?”

      “I’m the manager. I have the keys.”

      I’m the manager. I have the keys. I want to make everyone else in the world hate their lives as much as I hate mine. It took an extraordinary amount of effort not to sigh audibly and throat punch her. “Thank you for your time. Let me know if you remember something else.” I left my card with her and walked toward Kang as he wrapped up his interview with the second of the two girls.

      “You moved through both girls fast.”

      “The first one was a waste. I think she was stoned.” I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he gulped down the rest of his coffee.

      “And the second?”

      “Nothing,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      I never got around to making my tea and Kang had already left the coffee shop. When I caught up with him, I grabbed him by the arm and slowed him down. “What’s wrong? You’ve been in a funk all morning. If you didn’t realize it, I’m the one that interviewed Medusa.”

      He shrugged and looked everywhere except at me. “Eh, what’s it to you?”

      “What’s it to me? We’re partners. I need to know that your head is in the game. But that’s not all; I really do want to know what’s bothering you.”

      “It’s nothing.” His distant look continued for a moment longer before he looked my way. “I’m sorry if I’ve been obnoxious this morning. I’m bothered that we’re running into dead ends and now there’s another body on top of the two I already have.”

      “Could have been four,” I said with a smile.

      Kang finally cracked and laughed as his shoulders relaxed “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Well, I’m glad the Kang I know is back. I missed him.”

      “Did you really?”

      I punched him in the arm. “Of course I did. I need someone to tease.”

      The case was a headache for us both. The last thing I wanted was for us to contribute to that.

      As we turned to walk back to Union Square, I spied a homeless person across the street. He was lying in the doorway of a business that had not yet opened. He might have seen something if he’d been there all night. I motioned for Kang to follow me, and we crossed the street.

      It wasn’t until we were closer that I realized I mistook his squinting for sleeping. He watched us until we stood in front of him. To break the ice, I reached into my purse, took out the remaining half of my Ghirardelli chocolate bar and handed to him. He hesitated at first, looking at the chocolate, then back at me. I leaned in closer, still holding the bar out in front of me. “Go on; take it.”

      He cautiously reached up, took the candy from my hands, quickly removed the paper and bit into it, though his eyes never left us. His wrinkles cut deep into his leathery skin and barely moved as he chewed. When he reached up and brushed a chunk of matted hair out of his face, it fell right back.

      “What do you want?” he finally spoke, propping himself up a bit.

      “Have you been here all night?” I asked.

      “What’s it to you? I’m not breaking any laws.”

      “No one said you were. We only want to talk.”

      “You a cop?” he asked. His eyes shifted to Kang and then back to me.

      I showed him my identification. “I’m an FBI agent. My name is Abby Kane. What’s yours?”

      “People call me Simon Says.”

      A chuckle escaped Kang’s mouth. “What? Like the game?”

      Simon shot Kang a look. “Hey, Long Duck Dong, you on a school field trip?”

      “I’m a detective with the San Francisco Police Department,” Kang shot back.

      “I’m a detective with the San Francisco Police Department,” Simon mocked in a teasing voice.

      “Don’t mess with me, pal.”

      “Don’t mess with me, pal,” Simon continued, but this time, he added a lisp and pushed timidly away with his hand. I nearly burst out in laughter, but kept it together. Time to separate the children. I waved my hand between them, breaking the staring contest. “Both of you cool it right now!”

      Simon took another bite of the chocolate. He still had Kang in his sights.

      “Simon!” I said loudly. “Pay attention to me, okay?”

      He shifted his eyes off of Kang and onto me.

      “You see that large heart down there?” I asked, pointing toward Union Square. “Did you see anyone messing with it last night or early this morning?”

      Simon looked down the street, and his eyes went vacant. I thought I had lost him, but then his beady gaze found me again.

      “Someone vandalized it,” I continued. “We’re looking for a woman.” I held out my phone so he could see the picture of our mystery woman. “Did you see her, Simon?”

      He squinted again, slowing his chews as he concentrated on the picture. “I saw her.”

      “Where, Simon? By the heart?”

      He shook his head. “I saw her the other day. Over there,” he said, pointing across the street to a diner.

      “You saw her go inside?”

      “No, she stood near the building, peeking around the corner. Then she got on the number two bus.”

      “You remember the time?”

      “It was near sunset. I don’t know exactly when.”

      “You did a good job, Simon. Thank you for your help.”

      He held out his hand and rubbed his thumb and index finger together and, for the first time, cracked a smile. Surprisingly, he had all his teeth.

      “I see everything that goes on around here. I got me a photogenic memory. That’s why they call me Simon Says.”

      I took a twenty out of my wallet and handed it to him. “Well, Simon Says, do me a favor; don’t spend that on booze.”

      “How about breakfast? My treat,” he said with a wink as he waved the bill back at me.

      I smiled. “I’m on duty. I’ll have to take a rain check.”

      As we walked away, Kang mentioned that the buses were equipped with cameras. “If we can locate the bus she boarded, we’ll know what stop she exited at.”

      “Good call. I’ll get Agent Tucker started on that.”

      “So, uh, does every man you meet ask you out?” Kang asked, with a chuckle.

      “Of course not,” I said, putting my cell phone up to my ear. “You haven’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the office, I received a text from Tucker. He had identified the buses on the route that afternoon and was working on securing footage from the surveillance systems. We were making progress. Keep squeezing, Abby.

      Back at my desk, I closed my eyes. I could feel the beginnings of a headache percolating and I wanted to head it off before it gained traction. I dug into my desk drawer, and removed a bottle of aspirin and shook two into my hand. I must have been dehydrated, because in the break room, I gulped down water like a dog after a Sunday run in the park. I need to get more sleep, I told myself, but really, I knew sleep wasn’t the culprit. It was the case.

      I returned to my desk determined. I picked up the photo of my mystery woman and stared at her. It may be slow and hard, but we’re getting closer to finding you. My gut had that tingling feeling—the one I get right before I turn the corner on an investigation. I knew if we kept on closing down the angles, we’d find our way. The question was, would we find her before she struck again?

      I had a feeling she wasn’t done yet, that she believed she had more work to do. A body in Fay Park, one near Pier 39, another in Muir Woods and now a fourth in Union Square. All these locations were popular attractions in the city. Did she have a grudge with San Francisco? Was she wronged in the past and this was her payback? What’s driving you?

      The other thought that had snuck its way in to my head was the abrupt change in Kang’s demeanor. I had sensed earlier in the morning that he had doubts about the investigation and how it was being handled. I won’t apologize for making my case my priority, but I did believe Piper’s killer was responsible for Kang’s previous victims and the owner of the heart.

      Kang had seemed like a straight-up guy from the beginning. Sure, I gave him a hard time, but I could see that he was one of the good ones, someone who believed in police work and did the right thing. I also had the impression that he liked me, and we worked well together. I appreciated having a partner instead of flying solo.

      But still, why the attitude? It had come out of nowhere. It’s not like he was an a-hole from the beginning. I genuinely felt I could count on Kang to work with me and not against me—unlike so many men I had encountered in the past. I had to hope he would continue to trust me.

      I sent Tucker a text, asking for an update. While I waited for a reply, I headed to the break room again, this time for some hot water. I passed a slew of empty desks—a lot of agents were still out in the field. Some days, the office is a madhouse, and others, it’s a ghost town. I wonder what everyone is working on.

      I removed a pinch of tea from my canister and dropped it into a mug filled with hot water. I watched the water turn color as the leaves settled on the bottom. I placed a napkin over the top of the cup to keep the heat in so it could steep and took a seat at one of the tables. A few seconds later, my phone beeped. The text from Tucker read, “Still looking.”

      I thought more about our mystery woman between sips. It seemed so strange for a woman to be this violent. Removing a heart? That was serious stuff, not something I’d expect from a female killer. A man? Yes. To get at the heart, one has to actually pry the chest apart. I’m not saying a woman couldn’t be as vicious or possess the physicality needed to do the job. I’ve seen them chop people into pieces like their male counterparts, but they always had a partner in those crimes. Did my mystery woman have a partner?

      Just then, Reilly entered the break room. He didn’t see me, as I was tucked away in the corner. I watched him head straight for the soda machine and feed a dollar bill into the slot. A beat later, a Pepsi rolled out the bottom. It wasn’t until he turned around, bottle pressed against his lips, that he noticed me. “Abby. I didn’t see you there.”

      “I’m small.”

      He took another sip as he walked over to my table and sat.

      “You know that will rot your teeth.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I hear,” he said before taking yet another powerful gulp. “How’s the Cotton Candy case coming along?” he asked as he swallowed the burn in his throat.

      “Slow and hard.”

      He nodded. “The partnership with those detectives working out okay?”

      “Sokolov was put on another case. It’s just Kang and I. We’re working well together and making progress.”

      “Good to hear. Let me know when you get a break in the case.”

      He pushed back from the table and stood. I watched him tilt his head back and guzzle as he exited the room.

      I finished the rest of my tea and stood up to return to my desk when my phone notified me of an email from Green. He said the heart belonged to a young male, fairly healthy, no obvious signs of disease or substance abuse. From the deterioration of the tissue, he approximated that the heart had been out of the body for about ten, maybe eleven hours by the time it was reported to the police at six thirty in the morning. I copied and pasted that part of the email and sent it to Tucker and Kang, leaving the other half of Green’s message for my eyes only.

      He wrote that he enjoyed our coffee date. I had to admit, I’d had a pretty good time. He asked if we could meet again, maybe for lunch or even dinner. At first, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to make it lunch, let alone dinner, but then I realized I had spent the same amount of time with him at a coffee shop and it had been fine.

      Deep down inside, I knew Green had a crush on me. I didn’t want to lead him on, but I did enjoy our conversation and wouldn’t mind talking with him again. I found him interesting, and I honestly didn’t feel like I had given him any indication that our relationship could be anything more than friends. But I knew how men operated: return a smile and suddenly they think I want to give them head. Is that what it’s come to? I have to watch who I smile at, or else I’m on the hook for head. Sheesh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was still at my desk when Tucker showed up a few hours later. He had an intense look plastered over his face, but his approach showed signs of weakness in the knees. I appreciated his seriousness, even if I made him nervous.

      “What’s the news?” I asked.

      He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and removed his cell phone. A moment later, a video clip played on the screen.

      “We found her. Not only that, but I believe we found our victim as well.”

      I grabbed his cell phone and studied the footage. There was no doubt in my mind that the person entering the bus through the rear doors was our mystery woman.

      “Go back into my camera roll. There’s another video.”

      I swiped the screen and pulled up the second video. It showed a young man with a guitar exiting the bus. I looked up at Tucker. “The medical examiner said the heart belonged to a young male.”

      “Both individuals exited the bus at Larkin and Sutter,” he added. “It’s a residential area in the lower Nob Hill neighborhood. My guess is either she followed him, to his place or she lives in the area.”

      I agreed with Tucker. “Great work, Agent. Email Detective Kang and me those videos, and get ready to head out with me.” Earlier, Reilly had mentioned that if I had the chance to take Tucker out into the field, I should do it. He needed to get his feet wet. I questioned whether it was too early, but Reilly said he didn’t want to coddle the kid.

      “Okay,” Tucker said with a large smile.

      After he left, I called Kang and updated him on Tucker’s find. “The sooner we can organize a knock-and-talk, the better chance we might have at finding someone who saw something.”

      He agreed, and we made a plan to meet at the location in forty-five minutes.

      “Bring a couple of extra bodies,” I told him. “I have a feeling about this one.”
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        * * *

      

      The Carlsons had just completed another marathon sex session to celebrate the completion of the heart Attraction. Because they were in a new place, they had done the deed in all the rooms and finished in the bedroom, where they both lay breathless and sweaty. Jerry had quickly faded into a deep sleep—not unusual—but Vicki remained alert and energized. She hopped out of bed right as Jerry began to snore.

      In the kitchen, she opened the fridge and poured herself a glass of orange juice before taking a seat on the balcony, still nude. The crisp air gave her goose bumps, but it felt so refreshing that she didn’t mind. She stared at the sparkly reflections that covered the bay and fell into an aimless gaze until an uptick in the breeze awakened her.

      She took another sip of the juice and was reminded of the charm that had fallen off her bracelet. She had noticed it missing when she gave Jerry head earlier. She had eight altogether. The missing Eiffel Tower charm was the one she adored the most though, because that’s where Jerry had proposed to her. But mostly, they were reminders of where they had killed together.

      She knew she’d still had the jeweled piece when they were watching the musician in Union Square, even when she stood in the alleyway waiting, because she had been playing with it. After they dispatched him, they came straight back to the hotel, packed and moved to the cottage, where shortly after, they had begun their sex-a-thon. Did I lose it at the apartment?

      She thought about telling Jerry but decided against it. He would only tell her she should be more careful. Plus, at the time, he had begun to do her doggie style, and she temporarily forgot about it. Even though it had only cost a few Euros, to her, it was priceless, and she had to have it back.

      Vicki thought briefly about returning to the apartment and the dangers that would entail. The other likely place she thought she might have lost it was in the alley outside the musician’s building. While waiting, she had placed both of her hands behind her butt and leaned against them instead of the building’s exterior. It could have caught on something and, in the process, have been pulled off the bracelet. But being in the vicinity was a bad idea. Jerry would never let her go back there if he knew that’s what she was thinking. She realized then it was a plus she hadn’t mentioned it.

      Vicki made her way to the master bedroom. She could hear Jerry snoring before she even entered the room. He lay on his stomach with a pillow stuffed under his chest and head, his bare ass looking back at her. She poked her husband in his arm. “Jerry.” She did that twice more, but still, he didn’t stir. She figured she could cab it over to the location and take a peek in the area where she had stood, and if she didn’t find it, she would come back to the cottage right away. Jerry would never have to know.

      Vicki dressed in jeans and a black sweater so as to blend with all the other people who wore black in the city. She’d had no plans of wearing the wig, since she had worn it that night, but seeing how it looked with her outfit changed her mind. She grabbed her oversized sunglasses to differentiate her look and then called for a cab.
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        * * *

      

      Tucker and I met Kang and his crew of officers at the corner of Larkin and Sutter. We weren’t sure what we were looking for. Her apartment? His apartment? A body? Who knew, but we had to start somewhere.

      Given that we had no idea how far they might have walked, there was a great deal of ground to cover. Our plan was to start with the buildings near the stop. Kang’s men split up and tackled Sutter. Kang, Tucker, another officer and I took on Larkin, they on one side of the street, Tucker and I on the other.

      The Sutter team was already handling the building on the corner, so Tucker and I walked north to the next one, past a small side street. We got lucky with a resident exiting and were able to slip inside the lobby area.

      We counted sixteen mailboxes in the five-story building. The first floor was a lobby, no apartments.

      “Four per floor. Should be easy,” Tucker said.

      “Take the second and third. I’ll handle the fourth and fifth. Remember, if you stumble upon anything suspicious, you call me before you do anything? Got it?”

      He nodded. “And if I find the body?”

      “Don’t touch it. Don’t puke.”

      Tucker hoofed it up the stairs while I waited for the elevator. Did he live here? Did she ride up with him? Did she strike up conversation to relax him, to have him lower his guard? Was she flirting, making it easier?

      The elevator doors opened onto a dimly lit hallway. The light directly outside the elevator had burned out, and the rest looked like they were all low wattage. Talk about cheap management. I breathed in deeply. The air was slightly chilly with a touch of mustiness. My nose didn’t catch a whiff of death, but my other senses tingled as if it should have.
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      Vicki had the cab driver drop her off one block north from the location of the bus stop. She had decided she was better off approaching the building from the opposite direction and on her terms. No surprises. She thought about paying the driver to wait but decided against it. No need for a witness should something go wrong. She tossed the cabbie a twenty and exited the vehicle.

      For a minute or so, Vicki stood at the corner and watched the building. Street traffic was sparse, and there didn’t seem to be any people walking the block. Might as well get on with it. Vicki adjusted her purse on her shoulder before crossing the street. Her right hand dipped inside the bag and fondled her blade, ready for any confrontation she might encounter.

      She walked confidently at a pace she thought would mimic a person who lived in the neighborhood. A few steps past the building, she stepped into the alley. Where are you, little one? She scanned the area methodically, not wanting to overlook the small charm. It could have slipped into a crack or been covered by a piece of rubbish. Rather than kick the debris around, she picked up each item, eliminating any doubt as to whether she had checked under each one. It didn’t take long for her hopes to diminish as the area she searched widened. Vicki let out a deep breath, resolving to what she knew she had to do: return to the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t had any luck with the first three apartments—two were empty, and the occupant in the third had a very poor command of the English language. So there I stood, facing the last apartment at the end of the hall, expecting to have a similar experience. I was pleasantly surprised when the door opened and revealed a cheerful, old lady who was exactly my height.

      “Hello. May I help you?” she asked with a pleasant smile. She had light blue eyes that popped against her snow-white bob, which was neatly tucked behind each ear. She wore a pink blouse with a pearl necklace draped over it and a checkered skirt that fell slightly past her knees. I could tell she was of the generation that believed in dressing for the day, even when she had no plans to leave her apartment.

      I smiled back at her. “Hello. My name is Abby Kane. I’m with the FBI. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Concern drew her lips together. “Yes, of course. Please, come inside.”

      She stepped back, opening the door wider. Before I could ask my first question, she told me to take a seat on the couch, said she would be back with some tea and then scurried off to the kitchen.

      I hadn’t expected to have a long conversation; all I wanted was an opportunity to show her a few pictures. With her enthusiasm for entertaining an FBI agent, I got the impression she didn’t receive many visitors. Besides, it wouldn’t kill me to make the time, and she had said the magic word: tea.

      I sat there quietly, taking in her décor. That woman loved horses. They were everywhere in the form of paintings, sculptures and stuffed animals. Even the throw blanket she had on her couch featured a scene of horses running through an open field.

      “Let me guess; you like horses?” I said as she reappeared with a tray.

      She laughed as she put it down on the coffee table. “I rode for many years as a young woman. I had my own horse, Betsy. She was a Dutch Warmblood who had the most beautiful, black coat you have ever seen. It shined under the sun like a freshly polished shoe.” She walked over to a built-in bookshelf and removed a picture frame and a small box. “This is me at the Summer Olympics in Helsinki. I won a silver medal, thanks to Betsy.”

      I did a double take at the frail woman who now stood before me. “That’s you?”

      “Yes,” she said with a chuckle. “Most people find it hard to believe that I’m an Olympian.”

      She then opened the small box she held in her other hand. I drew in a sharp breath. “That’s beautiful. I’ve never seen an Olympic medal firsthand. Incredible.”

      Her proud smile lit up the room.

      I wanted nothing more than to pepper her with more questions about her life, but duty called. “Thank you for sharing.” I removed my phone and pulled up the picture of my mystery woman. “Have you seen this woman?”

      She squinted and leaned forward before shaking her head. “She doesn’t look familiar, though I might have seen her and can’t remember.” She poured me a cup of tea. I noticed the familiar hue, and I got excited. I had expected black tea, maybe Earl Grey. I reached for the cup and before it reached my lips, I inhaled and couldn’t believe my nose. This can’t be. I took a sip. It is! “This isn’t Tieguanyin, is it?”

      “Why, yes, it is. I happen to have a certain fondness for it.”

      “Oh my God. So do I. It’s the only tea I drink. In fact, I carry a tin around with me.” I dug around in my purse and pulled it out so she could see it. “People think I’m nuts to carry tea around.”

      She waved off my assessment. “I used to do the same thing. It’s not a tea that people commonly keep on hand.”

      “Tell me about it. I tell everybody I drink green tea, because if I mention that its oolong tea, they always ask what the difference is, and I got tired of explaining.”

      “A lot of people drink green tea, but oolong—now that’s a tea worth carrying around.”

      I was completely and utterly in love with this woman. We talked about our addiction for a few more minutes before I steered the conversation back to the case. I pulled up the video footage that Tucker had sent me. “I have some video of her. Does this help?”

      She watched the video twice before shaking her head once more. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t recall seeing this woman around. She doesn’t look familiar at all. I’m very sorry.”

      So was I. As much as I wanted to stick around and continue chatting with her, I had a killer to stop.
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      Jerry muttered under his breath as he stared out the window of the moving cab. He was furious, a fact that his beet-red face made very apparent. He chewed on a thumbnail that barely existed; it was the only way he could keep himself from exploding. He thought more than once about killing the cab driver to ease his nerves but had the resolve to hold back, something he couldn’t have done years ago, before Vicki’s calming influence.

      Over the years, she had taught him self-restraint—said it would lead to a more prosperous life of killing. She was right, but he hated it. He hated denying himself the pleasure of killing on a whim. But what complicated matters for Jerry was his slew of anxieties, most of them compulsive.

      Once Jerry bought into something, he had to see it through. It’s the only reason he could kill so pragmatically. Never in a million years had he thought he would take orders on how to kill a person and then deliver. That would have been too much trouble.

      Jerry preferred organic kills, those that happened naturally with no disruption. He had once explained to Vicki that he likened this new method of killing to having sex with a condom. “When I’m in the moment and everything feels right and the next move should be to slip inside but I have to stop, get the condom, rip it open, slip it on… It ruins the natural rhythm of things.”

      Jerry’s impatience with his wife’s insubordination had come to a head. She had pushed every one of his buttons with this last outing. How stupid does she think I am? He knew where she had run off to. He had noticed that her charm had gone missing. That stupid thing. It’s not even real gold.

      Jerry wrestled with the idea of how to keep his wife under control. She was jeopardizing their gameplay. How could he expect to continue with her exhibiting that sort of behavior? I told her not to go there. I had forbidden it. At least, he thought he had. He was sure he did. It didn’t matter. The question he now proposed to himself was whether he should kill her. It would eliminate the problem, and he felt confident enough that he could go on without her. But there was a hiccup: he loved her.
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        * * *

      

      Vicki didn’t need to wait very long for someone to exit the building and allow her to slip inside. She pulled on the heavy, glass door of the rickety elevator and entered. The small space reeked of mechanical oil used to keep the gears of the old lift lubed and functioning. She hit the fifth floor button and proceeded to take the slow ride up. There was no bell or lighted number to announce her arrival, only the grating of metal when she slid open the manual doors.

      Down the carpeted hall she walked, mindful of not dragging her feet or letting the heels of her cross-trainers drum the floor. No need to notify any of the residents that someone is outside. With each step closer, Vicki became increasingly aware of a tightening in her stomach. It wasn’t something she had experienced very often. She didn’t flinch when gutting a man, nor did it bother her to stare into someone’s eyes as their lifeblood spurted from a wound on their neck. Excitement would be the word to best explain those feelings. This was different. She had never before returned to a location while the body was still there. It wasn’t something that interested her, nor had she ever had any reason to.

      She also noticed that her throat had dried when she swallowed, causing her to cough twice into her closed mouth. Strange, she thought. When she reached the musician’s door, only then did it dawn on her that the door was probably locked. Jerry had been the last one out; surely he had locked it. All this sneaking around and risk could be for naught. Vicki shook off those thoughts and reached for the doorknob, wondering and hoping. With a quick twist of her wrist, the door clicked open. Her husband had fucked up.

      She entered the apartment and locked the door behind her. On the floor, surrounded by an oval of soiled carpeting, lay the musician. His eyes were still open, but dry, and staring absently at the wall. Most of the blood coating his skin and clothing had dried to a crust, except around the gash in his neck; there, it looked to still have a gel-like consistency. The strong smell of iron lingered in the apartment but was nonexistent in the hallway. It surprised her that it wasn’t worse, all things considered.

      She moved closer to his body, careful not to step on the carpet that had absorbed fluids. Plush carpeting serves a purpose. His face was devoid of color, and his mouth lay partly open, allowing her to see his dark, bloated tongue. She noticed a slight belly had formed from the gases slowly building inside of him—a big fart waiting to explode.

      Vicki carefully searched the area around his body and slowly branched out in a circle. She found nothing and started to wonder if the charm might be under him. That would be a bummer. She didn’t want to get her hands dirty. Maybe he has a broom or something I can roll him over with. What a drag.
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        * * *

      

      The fourth floor was a bust, but the company and the tea had made up for it. After thanking Virginia Ayton for her time—I had noticed her name on the picture she had shown me—I handed her my card and told her to call me if she should remember anything. Secretly, I hoped she would. I so wanted to learn more about her interesting life. Would it be weird to ask her to meet for coffee after questioning her?

      I headed for the stairs with that thought lingering and wondered if Tucker had beat me to the fifth floor. I counted sixteen steps with badly worn carpeting before reaching the top of the stairwell. There were no surprises, just another dreary hallway staring back at me. There was a difference, though: I could detect a hint of carpet freshener. Someone cares on this floor.

      Before I knocked on the first door, my phone beeped. It was a text from Kang asking for an update. I replied that Tucker and I were still in the first building and that I hadn’t had any luck. I told him I wasn’t sure about Agent Tucker. He responded with similar results on his end. So far, things weren’t looking so good. And it didn’t get any better, as I encountered a moment of silence after knocking on the first door.

      Door by door, I made my way down the ghost hall. No one seemed to be home, and not a peep could be heard. I knocked on the second-to-last door and thought I heard a noise. I had: my stomach telling me to feed it. I let out a soft breath. My earlier hopes of moving forward in the case were slowly fading. That’s the thing with police work; the highs were high, and the lows were low. A lot of exploring was needed to produce any sort of meaningful result.

      I kicked my heel into the carpet and twisted it as I waited for someone, anyone, to answer my knocking. I waited a few more seconds before turning to the last door on the floor. Come on, number sixteen; make my day.
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      Vicki was on her hands and knees, craning her neck for a better look under the couch, when she heard the knock at the door. She jumped up at the sound. Her first inclination was that she had mistaken some other noise for a knock, but then she heard it again. Someone was definitely on the other side of that door. Just be quiet. They’ll leave eventually. But the knocking continued. Persistent fuckers, aren’t we?

      Vicki looked at the body sprawled out in front of her. Inviting them in for coffee was out of the question. Did he have a girlfriend? Did she have a key? If he’d had one and she did have the key, she wouldn’t be knocking, dummy.

      Again, three succinct knocks rang out.

      Vicki quietly walked up to the door and leaned in toward the peephole. A quick look couldn’t hurt. Standing outside she saw a short, Asian woman dressed in a dark blue pantsuit. Who the hell is that? A Realtor?

      “Open up,” the woman said. “I know you’re home. I can see your shadow moving under the door.”

      Vicki looked down. Damn! She quickly counted her options.

      Ignore her.

      Answer the door and politely tell her I’m busy.

      Kill her.

      “My name is Abby Kane,” the woman said with a raised voice. “I’m with the FBI, and I want to ask you a few questions. It’ll only take a few moments of your time.”

      Shit! Vicki had to reconsider her options. Quick!

      She moved into the bedroom, yanked the brown comforter off the bed and covered the body. She then stripped off her pants, shirts and shoes and wrapped one towel around her head and another around her body. A splash of water to the face and she returned to the door.

      Surely that agent wouldn’t come into the home of a half-naked woman. Vicki put on a smile and cracked the door open enough to peek out.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry to disturb you,” I said. The woman staring at me from behind the door looked as if she had just stepped out of the shower.

      “Bad timing.” The woman forced a laugh. She was being polite.

      “I’ll get to the point.” I held up my phone and showed the woman the picture of my suspect. Her head jerked back instantly, and her forehead crinkled.

      “Do you recognize this woman?” I asked as I moved the phone closer to her face. “Looks like you might have.”

      She pulled her head back farther. “No, not at all. I can barely make out her features.” Her eyes fluttered back and forth between the picture and myself. “It’s a terrible photo.”

      Why thank you, Master of the Obvious. “She’s a suspect in a case.”

      She shrugged. “Is that it? I’m sort of in the middle of a bath, and I’m running late for an appointment.”

      “No.” I pulled up the video. “See if this helps.”

      She barely watched before she started shaking her head.

      “You live in the building long?” I asked.

      “Not long. Maybe six months.”

      “It empties out during the day. This is the second apartment I have encountered where someone was home.”

      “Oh, well, I work from home. I’m a writer,” she replied. Her nose turned up a tad. I guess she wanted to show me that her nostrils were clean.

      “That’s nice,” I said, biting my bottom lip but never taking my eye off her.

      “Well, Ms…”

      “White. Evelyn White.”

      “…Ms. White, thank you for your time.” I produced one of my business cards and handed it to her. “In case you remember anything.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

      As I turned to walk away, what she said stopped me dead in my tracks.

      “Good luck finding them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jerry ordered the cab driver to pull into the alley next to the building. “Here’s fifty bucks. Wait here for me,” he said while handing the cabbie the money. “I have another hundred for you when I get back, okay?”

      The cabbie nodded. “I’ll be right here, boss.”

      Jerry eyed the brown-skinned man for a second before nodding and exiting the vehicle. He hurried to the front of the building, hoping the security gate had been left open. No such luck.

      Fucking A. Dammit, why did she have to disobey me? He distinctly remembered telling her to forget about that charm and that returning to that apartment was a risk. Yes, it had all come back to him. The conversation had taken place over dinner and drinks. At least, that’s how he remembered it. Or did he? Jerry ignored the voice that said otherwise, the one that swore the conversation had never happened. Jerry hated that voice. So cocky. So condescending. “You always have to be right,” Jerry whispered under his breath. “Not this time.”

      His left hand remained in his front pants pocket, fondling the ivory-handled razor that Vicki had gifted him a few Christmases ago. She’d said he needed to add some pizzazz to his kills, and a man’s shaving blade was the perfect way to do it.

      Jerry looked around. There was no one on the block, so he resorted to his last option and starting calling apartments, hoping someone would buzz him in. A few seconds later, someone did. Jerry pulled open the metal gate and entered the building.
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        * * *

      

      I spun around and shoved my foot into the crack of the door right as she tried to close it.

      “Excuse me!” she exclaimed. “Your foot is⁠—”

      “You said ‘them’.” I wedged my foot farther in and placed my left forearm against the door.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You referred to ‘them’ as though I were asking about two people, but I had only shown you pictures of one person. Why?”

      Her eyebrows narrowed and her head shook vehemently. “I don’t know, probably because you said so.”

      She’s lying, Abby. “I didn’t say anything about two people.” I leaned into the door, feeling even more resistance. “Ms. White, you mind letting me in?”

      “I will not.” She then kicked and stomped on my foot, trying to force it out. “You have no right to⁠—”

      That’s when I interrupted her by throwing my shoulder forward. Smack! The door struck her forehead, and the woman released her grip, allowing me to slip inside.

      Right there before me, lying on the living room floor, was a body. Well, I saw a foot sticking out from under a blanket. I assumed the rest of the lump was a body. I turned to face White and realized she had recovered from the doorbutt faster than expected. She caught me on the chin with a right. It sent my face off to the side and my blood pressure skyrocketing.

      She had set up for another strike, but I was faster and ducked. I countered with an uppercut to her jaw and snapped her head back. I then followed that with a combination punch and backed her up. She was noticeably dazed from my efforts, but I wasn’t taking any chances. My chin still stung from her cheap shot. I gripped the towel wrapped around her and yanked her forward, stepping to the side and sending her to the floor. She surprised me by rolling into a tumble and back to a standing position, minus both towels. And a wig.

      “It’s you!” I gasped as she suddenly became very recognizable.

      “You think you got me,” she seethed, clad only in her underwear. “I’m going to kick your short ass back to China.”

      “Great. After that, you can buy lingerie that fits the body you have, not the body you want.”

      That set her off. She let out a scream and moved toward me. My first instinct was to step to the side, but I was still pissed that she had punched my face. I stood my ground and allowed her to barrel toward me for a tackle. She was taller than me but, for some reason, had lowered her attack and aimed for my midsection with her arms stretched out and her face down. Perfect. I timed a knee strike and could hear the crunch of her nose against my kneecap before she crumpled to the ground.

      I jumped onto her back, driving my knee into it and pinning her to the ground. While I proceeded to handcuff her, she kept screaming that I had broken her noise. No shit! Her face was a red Niagara Falls. After cuffing her, I leaned down and said, “The next time you want to act like a tough bitch and pick a fight, realize you might be doing so with an even tougher bitch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Jerry exited the elevator and turned to the right, ready to make his way down the hall. He could already hear the commotion coming from the apartment and see that the door was open. Fuck me!

      As he took a step forward, heavy bounding footsteps made their way up the stairwell. Within seconds, a young man in a suit came into view. Jerry, the quick thinker, immediately played the worried resident and pointed at the commotion at the end of the hall.

      “Stay here,” said the young man as he removed his weapon and faced the hallway.

      Jerry deduced that suits meant government, and that was a bad thing, considering there was a dead body at the end of that hallway. Before the young man could manage two steps forward, Jerry pounced on him from behind, taking him by complete surprise. He wrapped one arm across the suit’s chest to hold him still as he cut deep across the throat with the shaver, not once but with a rapid, sawing effect, until he had nearly severed the head. He let go, and the man fell to the floor, his limbs still twitching. Saliva spewed from Jerry’s clenched teeth with each breath. Kill mode had taken over. There would be no stopping him now—short of killing him.

      He moved quickly and quietly toward the apartment. What he found wasn’t unexpected but very opportunistic. There, with her back to him, was a tiny woman in a suit. Perfect. Looking to perform the same move twice, Jerry quietly advanced.
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        * * *

      

      Hearing the noise in the apartment directly above hers, Virginia Ayton immediately knew something was wrong. She hurried over to her phone, preparing to dial 911, when she saw a uniformed officer outside on the sidewalk talking to another man. She hung up the phone and opened her window. “Officer! Officer!”

      Kang was talking to Officer Greg Loui when they both heard a woman’s voice shouting. They both looked around, searching for the source.

      “Up here.”

      Kang looked up to the building and saw an elderly woman waving at them from a window. He immediately headed toward the building entrance. “Is something wrong?” he shouted up to her.

      “Yes, something terrible is happening in the apartment above me.”

      Virginia buzzed both men into the building, and into the elevator they went as another resident exited. Kang accidently hit the fourth and fifth floor buttons simultaneously. Shit! Couple that with the inch-by-inch movement of the old elevator, and Kang uttered a few more choice words that echoed in the metal chamber. They were trapped at least until the next floor, which Kang pressed the button for immediately. Seconds felt like hours as Kang repeatedly slammed an open palm against the elevator cage, rattling it each time. He continued to curse himself for that button mistake but even more so for not taking the stairs.

      

      
        
        <><><>

      

      

      

      A squeak from the floor alerted me, and I turned in time to see a strange man with a blank look on his face moving toward me. Both of his arms were covered in blood. I rose to my feet fast enough to counter his swinging right with my left forearm. That’s when I noticed the razor in his hand. There are two of them?

      I delivered a punch to his right eye, hoping a knuckle would catch his eyeball. No such luck. I tried to move out of his reach, but a lucky grasp from his flailing left arm clamped down on my jacket and held me within striking distance of his blade. I immediately lifted my right leg, ready to retaliate with a foot strike to his gut. But in that moment, I remembered my father’s advice. “Abby, there’s an artery in the foot. If you can hit that blood vessel at its most vulnerable point, where the top of foot meets the leg, you will cause extreme pain. If you’re lucky enough, you’ll sever it, rendering the foot useless.”

      I didn’t know if what my father had said was true, but the heel of my shoe raced toward that area like a blade on a guillotine. I hoped to hell he had been right.

      “Arrrggghhh!” The man cried out as his eyes clamped shut.

      Bingo! I batted his hand off me and followed that with a knee to his groin, causing him to double over. I moved back as I reached inside my jacket for my weapon with my right hand. That’s when I felt the sharp pain on my left thigh. I looked down and saw blood beginning to soak through the cloth. My pant leg had been sliced, and his arm was swinging back toward me for another attempt. I hopped back just in time, causing him to miss, but he had momentum on his side, and he closed in on me quicker than I could have imagined. What happened to rendering the foot useless?

      The situation was dangerous. He was taller and outweighed me. I knew I would lose if he took me to the ground. I needed distance and continued to back up. I needed to remain on my feet. But luck wasn’t on my side.

      My left foot was kicked out from under me.

      Even though she was handcuffed, my suspect had free use of her legs. My mind raced, looking for my next move as I fell to the floor. I still had my hand on the butt of my weapon, but it slipped off when I hit the ground.

      A smile grew on the man’s face as he fell on top of me in a straddle position. His right knee prevented me from drawing my weapon, but I at least had a grip on my Glock. Little did I know, things would get worse. My other suspect rolled over and slammed a leg down across my neck, choking me in her attempt to help keep me immobile.

      I looked into the eyes of the man on top of me. His pupils were obscenely dilated and saliva dripped from his clenched teeth like a rabid dog. There was no talking my way out of this.

      My options were limited. I had to act fast or add my name to the list of victims. I twisted my right hand for a better grip on my weapon’s handle. My index finger was still outside the trigger guard. I thought if I could fire a round, it might confuse the man on top of me, maybe even hit him and give me a splinter of an advantage but I couldn’t be sure of the angle of the barrel. The last thing I needed was to shoot myself in the hip.

      “Move your leg,” he growled at the woman.

      “Just kill her already,” she yelled back as she complied.

      “What the fuck happened to you?” he asked.

      “What does it look like, you stupid fuck? She broke my nose.”

      At that point, I watched the man lean toward the woman, stick the blade into her neck and pull down, opening her throat. She gasped, and her body shook. She twisted and turned in a panic as she drained before her own eyes.

      Without missing a beat, he focused back on me as if he hadn’t done what he had just done. I could still hear the woman’s gurgling panic off to the side as it began to calm. She was dying. He then placed the blade against the side of my neck. It felt warm. Her blood?

      In life, there are no do-overs. Over the years, I’ve learned that people have a better shot at success if they trust their instincts. It’s the wavering that causes the problems. Earlier, my instinct had presented an option to me. The question was, would I follow my own advice, or would I waver?
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      The elevator slowed even more, if that were possible, as it neared the second floor. The cage bounced twice after stopping, and before Kang could react, the officer hit the fifth floor button again.

      Kang knocked the officer’s hand away, and quickly gripped the handle of the heavy metal door and yanked back, stopping the elevator from moving again. “Are you kidding me?” he asked, looking the officer in the eye. “Did you not notice how slow we were moving?”

      Unaware of his stupidity, the patrol officer shrugged. “Sorry. I thought—I mean, what are we racing toward anyhow?”

      Kang felt like punching the guy, fellow officer or not. “I don’t have time to explain this shit to you if you can’t grasp the situation.” Kang shoved past the officer, knocking him back with his shoulder as he slipped through the narrow opening of the elevator.

      Kang used his long legs to his advantage and bounded up the steps two at a time until he reached the top floor. He didn’t bother waiting for the officer, who was still hurrying one step at a time.

      At the top of the stairs, Kang saw Tucker. He was a mess and looked gone. What the hell is going on? Officer Loui caught up to him just then. “Call backup and get an ambulance over here. Now!”

      Kang stood up and removed his weapon. His long gait propelled him down the hall to the apartment with the open door. He could hear a commotion. He raised his weapon, ready for anything. With his gun out in front, he leaned cautiously into the opening.

      Bam!
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      The bullet had ripped though Jerry’s upper, left thigh, causing him to rear back in pain and give me my slim advantage. I yanked my gun out of its holster, aimed up, and fired again. His bottom jaw exploded from the impact of the bullet. I fired again, catching him in the neck. He fell forward, his full weight resting on me. I started whacking him as hard as I could as I tried to wiggle out from underneath him. That’s when I saw Kang standing in the doorway.

      “Don’t just stand there. Get this guy off me!”

      Kang looked as if he had seen a ghost. I couldn’t understand his reaction. Clearly, I wasn’t dead. He stumbled forward, holstered his weapon and pulled the man off me. He held his hand out, and I grabbed it, allowing him to pull me to my feet.

      “Are you okay?” he asked with that weird grimace still displayed on his face.

      “I am now. What’s wrong with you? Why are you looking at me all funny?”

      He grabbed me by my arms and turned me around so I faced the hanging mirror on the wall. Staring back at me was an Asian Carrie. I’m not talking about a few splatters on the face; it literally looked like someone had dunked my entire head into bucket filled with blood and sprinkled bits of flesh about my cheeks and forehead.

      I knew I had crap on my face—I could feel it—but I wasn’t expecting to see that. I nearly vomited in my mouth before rushing into the bathroom to wash. I stuck my head under the shower faucet and used shampoo and soap liberally. It completely and utterly grossed me out.

      While in there, I tied a shirt I had found around my thigh to curb the bleeding. With my adrenaline rush depleting, I began to feel a throbbing in my leg. The cut was deep enough that I knew I would need stitches and walking for the next few days would be uncomfortable.

      My jacket hadn’t survived. It was badly soiled. I slipped it off knowing the forensic team would want it, but I wasn’t about to hang out with my face painted with human matter.

      The two other officers who were searching the other street arrived then as well.

      “Shit,” one of them blurted as they entered the apartment. I couldn’t blame them. The living room was a minefield of bodies with fresh blood everywhere. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Kang had already removed the blanket to reveal a body with a large hole in its chest. “The owner of the heart.”

      “He looks so young,” I said. The body was stiff, still in its rigor state. The cool air of the Bay area had helped to slow decomposition. It would have been a few more days before the smell would have signaled the neighbors on the floor.

      Kang walked around to where I stood and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “A little bruised, and some stitches to my thigh are in order, but I’ll be fine. Probably need a new suit though,” I joked weakly.

      Kang gave me a small courtesy smile. “There were two of them?” he said, still serious.

      “It makes much more sense. The whole heart removal bugged me. That action was more in line with a male killer.”

      Kang nodded in agreement and pocketed his hands.

      “You check for ID yet?” I asked.

      “Yeah. They had nothing on them. But the wig probably explains why no one could place her after that day on Mount Tamalpais. She probably only used it on kills or I guess for returning to crime scenes. We got lucky here.”

      I walked over to where she lay and glanced at her from the same angle in the picture. The resemblance was unmistakable to me, even with her short, black hair. I let out a long, lingering breath before punching Kang in the arm. “We got ’em.”

      “You got ’em.”

      A lot of elements in the case had been stacked against us, but there we were, staring at our two dead sickos. I never thought it would play out this way, violent like this. I always hope to walk the bad guys into the jail cell, because death is easier than a life behind bars.

      I looked around and realized Tucker wasn’t there. “Have you seen Agent Tucker?”

      “Abby,” Kang said, his hand gently squeezing my arm.

      “What? Where is he?” I asked, though the look in Kang’s eyes had me answering my own question.

      He shook his head. “He’s gone. His body is outside, at the end of the hall.”

      My knees buckled a bit, but with Kang’s help, I was able to catch myself before I fell.

      “Take a seat, Abby.” Kang ushered me to a chair.

      “No.” I shook my arm free from his grasp. “I need to see him.”

      “Abby, it’s not pretty.”

      He stepped in front of me and tried to stop me, but I pushed him out of my way and exited the apartment. From there, I saw Tucker’s body at the far end of the hall. He lay face down, his body crumpled as if he were cold. I fell back against the wall. My legs lost their urge to stand, and my body inched its way down the wall into a sitting position.

      Why? It was the only question I had.

      My eyes never left Tucker, not for a second. I couldn’t have looked away even if I had wanted to. I didn’t. I felt Kang’s presence next to me and his hand on my shoulder. A beat later my vision blurred.
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      The trip to the hospital cost me two hours from my day and earned me a week off, mandated by Reilly. I argued with him over the phone, but he wouldn’t have any of it.

      “Abby, the FBI isn’t going anywhere. We’ll still be here after a week.”

      “But the case! There are still a bunch of loose ends, and Agent Tucker⁠—”

      “Let me deal with him. I don’t want you anywhere near the office. Have you thought about counseling? Do you want to talk to someone?”

      “No, I’m okay,” I said in a lowered voice.

      “No one faults you for what happened. I don’t fault you. Do you understand that?”

      I heard Reilly, but I wasn’t listening. He continued on about how he was behind me one hundred percent and that procedure was followed and what occurred was an unfortunate accident.

      “Remember, Abby; you almost lost your life, too, so don’t beat yourself up about it. I’m glad you made it. Go home and be with your family.” Reilly hung up, and that was the last we spoke of Tucker.

      Later, the hospital discharged me with a pair of crutches. The doctor told me to avoid vigorous activities, or I would risk tearing my wound open. Not a problem. I had already accepted my mandatory time off and looked forward to a little R&R with the family.

      I never told them what exactly had happened. I never do. I gave them the downplayed version of events, the one that favored me. No need to make them any more upset than they would be once they saw I was injured—though I think Ryan was beginning to catch on to my tall tales. I was in my home office, a challenge getting there with crutches, when he stopped by to talk about my injury.

      “I already told you,” I said, careful to keep the tone of my voice even.

      “Come on, Abby; you didn’t think I would believe the story about you climbing a fence.”

      Uh, yeah, actually, I did. Okay, telling them that a fence caused the big gash on my thigh might not have been the best answer, but at the time, I thought mentioning anything close to being attacked with a razor would be too much.

      Anyway, I had thought I had everything under control until Ryan called me out on my B.S. Don’t get me wrong; I love that he had become comfortable with speaking his mind but questioning me, even though I lied—not a fan of it.

      “I have a job that can be dangerous at times⁠—”

      “Duh!”

      “You want the real story?” I asked, raising my left eyebrow.

      Ryan nodded.

      I leaned back in my chair and rested my hands in my lap. “While apprehending a suspect, he attacked me with a sharp knife.”

      “Why didn’t you shoot him, Abby? You have a weapon, too, right?”

      “I do, and I did.”

      “Did you kill him?”

      That’s a first—talking to my kid about killing someone. How does one prepare for that? At that moment, I would have preferred the why-does-my-penis-get-hard question. But life doesn’t work that way.

      Ryan was becoming wiser to what it was I did for a living. I figured I might as well be truthful. The truth is always good, right?

      “Why do you ask that?”

      He shrugged and looked down at the carpet.

      “Well, to answer your question, the suspect received a fatal gunshot wound from me. So yes, he died.” I didn’t bother to add any more than necessary, figuring less was more.

      “Oh…”

      Ryan eventually looked up at me. “It was self-defense, right?”

      “Yes, Ryan. That man intended to hurt me more than he already had. I had to protect myself.”

      A smile formed on Ryan’s face. “You’re awesome.”

      Secretly, it made me feel good to know my kid thought I was awesome, but I was a little worried that it was because I had killed someone. “You understand it’s not okay to go around shooting people, right? Even an FBI agent like me is not above the law.”

      “Yeah, I know that. It’s just cool having a tough mom.”

      My heart jumped. He called me his mom. I almost cried. Luckily, I held it together. I think if I hadn’t, he might have rolled his eyes and taken the compliment back.

      He seemed satisfied with my explanation, because he headed back downstairs to his room. I closed the door to my office right as my eye let go a tear. My son had finally called me Mom.
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      Only three days had passed since the incident in the apartment, and I was already antsy at home. The kids were in school during the day, and Po Po and I had talked each other out. My only contact with work came through a small memorial service we had at the office for Agent Tucker. Reilly didn’t balk when I said I would show for that. Tucker’s family lived in Tallahassee, Florida, and that’s where the body would later be flown for funeral arrangements, but only after Green had completed an autopsy. Standard procedure.

      Kang did his best to keep me clued in on things on his end with text messages and phone calls. I knew I could count on him for updates. Even though we were both certain we had our killers, the Prosecutor’s Office sought more proof. We had yet to identify the John and Jane Doe killers, and that proved problematic. Even their prints came up empty. We found no record of them. We still didn’t know if they were from out of town or locals. There were a lot of questions and not a lot of answers. Those pesky but required details kept blocking what should have been a slam-dunk ending.

      When Kang finally stopped by to check on me in person, similar to his last visit, Po Po sent him upstairs to my office unannounced. It’s a good thing I don’t work in the nude.

      “We caught a break.”

      I spun around in my chair in time to see Kang enter my office. Before I could react, he took a seat next to me and started talking. “A day after our investigation at the apartment, one of the uniforms on perimeter patrol mentioned to me that he’d spotted a cab driver parked in the alleyway next to the building.”

      “I like it when people do their jobs, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I already gave him an earful. Anyway, he never got a name or plate, but he said it was a Yellow Cab. So I visited our friend at the cab company⁠—”

      “The one with the grungy nails and an office that resembled the city dump?”

      “That’s the one. He did some digging and came up with two names for me. I questioned them both.”

      “And?” I asked, my body tensing a bit.

      “One of them was the driver in the alley that day.”

      I smiled at Kang. “Good work, Detective.”

      “Thanks. By the way, how’s the leg?” he asked, pointing.

      “Meh. It’s slowly healing. What’s to say? Tell me more about this cab driver.”

      “Immigrant from Pakistan.” Kang removed a small notebook from his jacket. “His name is Yousuf Ijaz. He confirmed that our guy was his fare and that he had promised him $100 to wait in the alley. The pick-up address was a home on Russian Hill.”

      “Near you?”

      “Nah, this was a nice house on the east side with views of North Beach and the bay. Above my pay grade.” Kang chuckled. “I got a search warrant and hit the place ASAP. We found plane ticket stubs, originating from Toronto, suggesting they’re Canadians.”

      “Married?”

      “Seems like it. We also found multiple passports and fake facial hair. Looks like the guy sported a disguise as well. They’re pros, and know how to cover their trail. Right now, we’re working with authorities in Toronto to ID them. Our findings don’t stop there, though.”

      I gave Kang my best Oliver Twist impression. “More, please.”

      “We found a laptop with pictures and videos that document their crimes.”

      I threw myself back into my chair. “No way!”

      “Yeah, pretty stupid, huh?”

      “How incriminating is it?”

      Kang leaned forward. “Devastating. One of the videos shows the woman striking your vic with a hand axe.” His hands emphasized his words. “Pretty gruesome stuff, and it nails the case shut. We’re pretty sure their real names are Jerry and Vicki Carlson. Once we confirm it, we can file the case away.”

      “What you do mean ‘file it away’? What about the staging at the crime scene? Or our theory that it was done for someone else or a group of people?”

      “We solved the murder. We found our victim’s killers.”

      “Did we? I think we found two of the people involved. There’s more to it. I can feel it.”

      “Why couldn’t the photos and videos be souvenirs, something to inflate their egos? Maybe they got off watching themselves in action. There are plenty of documented cases where a serial killer keeps photos or clothing or something from the crime scene.”

      “I hear you, but this is different. If it were for their pleasure, why go through all that extra trouble of coming up with presentation that tied into an SF icon? It makes no sense. Something or someone else prompted them to act this way.”

      Kang leaned back. His ego and mood deflated and swooshed out of his lips.

      “Look, I know if we keep digging, it prevents you from closing the case on your end, which keeps your a-hole boss on your back. It also prevents me from closing my case. But we both know there’s more to this story.”

      I knew that was the last thing Kang wanted to hear. To be inches away from putting this case to bed and then realize there might be more to it had to be irritating. The other part of the equation: if I was wrong, Kang got skewered. Not an easy decision. Cavanaugh didn’t care about the truth. He cared about stats. Kang said the department had a ninety-percent solve rate for their cases and staying there was what mattered. Cavanaugh made me appreciate Reilly.

      “So what do you want to do?” he asked with a shrug.

      “What else was on the laptop?”

      “The photos and videos were the only incriminating thing we found. The rest were just personal files and programs.”

      “That’s what we need to be paying attention to. It may give us a clue as to who else might be involved.”

      “Well, we combed all their email and social media accounts, and nothing came up.”

      “My guess is you were looking for the wrong thing.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, his brow crinkled.

      “You were looking for evidence that ties them to our victims. We need evidence that ties them to their audience.”
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      “No way. I can’t do that. If Cavanaugh finds out I’m intentionally derailing his closure rate, I’ll be relegated to foot patrol faster than you can spew a quick remark.”

      Did he slam me or compliment me? “Look, I know I’m asking a lot, but if we’re right, not only will we put away another degenerate, but this will put you in a better light with your captain. That has to earn you some extra donuts in the morning, right?”

      Kang rubbed his chin and chewed his bottom lip. I had never seen a cop mull over a decision to chase a bad guy. Well, maybe I had, but this was Kang. This guy was straighter than a baton when it came to policing.

      “Do you really need the laptop?”

      “How else am I to find the information? Where is it now?”

      Kang shifted in his seat and looked away. “It’s bagged and sitting in the evidence room under lock and key.”

      “Will it be a problem to get it?”

      “This evidence seals the case. If anything happens to it, or it gets damaged, or the contents get erased… we’re screwed.”

      “Hulk be careful. Hulk no break laptop. Hulk promise,” I grunted.

      Kang shook his head. “I don’t know, Abby. Can’t you come down to the precinct? I can probably get you access for a few hours.”

      I looked at my injured leg and then back at him, triggering his eyes to roll upward.

      “Come on, Kangster,” I pleaded. “Kangman,” I continued. “Kangis Khan. See? I can do the name thing too… Kangaroo.” I batted my eyelashes, threw in a pout and waited for him to cave. It took two seconds. You still got it, Abby.

      While I had enjoyed watching Kang succumb, I had a better solution than just snagging the computer. I really didn’t need the laptop. If I could copy the entire contents of the hard drive, I’d technically have the laptop without needing the actual laptop. And to be honest, I really didn’t need his permission for him to agree. As an FBI agent, I had the authority to confiscate the contents of that laptop for the purpose of my investigation if needed. I was being mindful of his situation with his supervisor—which was so unlike me. I sent an email to Reilly to keep him in the loop in case the SFPD found out and cried about my methods. He sent his usual reply. “Do what you need to do to get the job done.”

      Later that evening, Kang returned with the laptop, and I copied the entire contents over to an external hard drive. He was eager to get it back into the evidence room and was out the door as soon as I had finished. I didn’t bother to wait for him to return before I checked out the contents.

      “Anything yet?” Kang asked when he returned a half hour later with two plates of food. He noticed the look of confusion on my face. “Oh, your Po Po gave this to me on the way up.”

      He handed me my plate and proceeded to shovel beef and broccoli into his mouth. “She’s a good cook,” he managed between bites. “This is the real deal.”

      “Tell me about it. I overeat at every meal.”

      “So what’s the latest?”

      I swallowed before answering. “Nothing yet. I went through his email, his documents folder and the trash.”

      “So did we. We also looked through his photo organizer and video folders.”

      “What about his Internet history?”

      “We looked at it, but nothing popped out.”

      I opened the browser. A quick scan showed a lot of SF searches for information on sights and attractions. It didn’t take long before I found dirt. “Looks like they’ve visited the personals on a few adult directories. Escort services.”

      “Yeah, we saw that. He’s got an active life back home.”

      “The searches appear to be for escorts here, not Toronto.”

      Kang stopped chewing. “Why would he want an escort in SF?”

      “Maybe he and the woman were platonic.” I shrugged.

      “No sex, just kills?”

      “Yeah, it doesn’t make sense to me either.” I pulled up a few of the pages they had visited. “Well this is interesting. The searches are all for male escorts.”

      “So the woman wanted action.”

      “I wouldn’t judge too quickly. We don’t know that it wasn’t the guy.”

      Kang’s head bobbed from left to right as he continued to eat.

      I tapped a finger on my desk. “You know, they could have been trolling for another victim.”

      “A male escort? What’s the connection to SF?”

      I raised an eyebrow at Kang. “You ever get out of Chinatown?”

      He still had a puzzled look on his face while he scooped food into his mouth.

      “San Francisco is a hotbed for porn production specializing in the alternative scene,” I said. “Maybe they were planning something in the Castro. They’ve visited at least twenty different ads on this site alone. Let’s see if they reached out to any men of the night.”

      I opened the mail program and checked the emails they had sent.

      Kang must have noticed the smile on my face. “Did you find something?”

      “They contacted a bunch of them. Let’s see who responded.” I checked the inbox on the days they were on the hunt for an escort. “I’ve found some replies.”

      “Well?”

      “Hang on.” I scanned a few emails. “Seems as though their interests with the escorts had to do with their size, and I’m not talking height. I see some back and forth with an escort who calls himself Sampson… Here we go. They had a meeting set up with him at the Parc 55 Wyndham.”

      “We don’t have a victim named Sampson, so maybe he was a potential.”

      “I doubt that’s his real name, but none of our victims fit Sampson’s profile. He’s a six-foot-three, muscular black man.” I shrugged. “He’s worth seeking out. Let’s set up a meeting.”

      “You really think this escort was involved?” Kang asked.

      I leaned back in my chair and patted my belly like a bongo drum. “I’m not sure. It could have been a legitimate hire for an adventurous threesome.”

      “Or there’s more to it.”

      “Exactly. But we won’t know until we talk to him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      I set up a new Gmail account and typed out an email to Sampson, explaining that we were a Chinese couple seeking his services for a threesome. “Anything else you think we should mention?” I asked Kang.

      “That sounds like a typical query. It should work.”

      I hit the send button, and the email swooshed its way to our escort. It was nearing nine at night. I told Kang I would text him when I had a response. As I walked him to the front door, he mentioned, “I know the manager of the Hyatt in Chinatown. I can arrange for a room if this thing gets that far.” I nodded my agreement and said goodnight.

      Ryan was the only one up; Po Po and Lucy had gone to bed earlier, at eight. Once I had tucked him into bed, I had the house to myself with no distractions.

      I popped back into my office and continued with my search through the Carlsons’ computer files. I wasn’t hopeful with the escort angle. My gut told me he showed up, did his job and left. There had to be something we were missing. They knew how to cover their tracks and they had multiple identities, so they clearly had experience. Yet they had taken pictures and made videos of their crimes. Why go through all the trouble of disguising themselves and leaving no evidence or witnesses at the crime scenes, then erase all of that by keeping evidence of their deeds on their computer? Someone that good wouldn’t do that unless there was a valid reason, like proving they had killed a person. Was that it? Did they document their crimes to prove they had done them? Was this about showmanship or proof? A contract killer might be required to provide proof. But I didn’t believe these were contract kills.

      I looked in the all the obvious places more times than I could count, thinking maybe I had missed something. To be sure, I looked in every folder. Sometimes people hide the good stuff in places that are right out in the open but where you would never think to look, like in an Applications folder—better yet, the Utilities folder.

      I clicked on the Applications folder and saw a list of the usual programs that came loaded on a Mac. The only additions were Adobe Photoshop and Microsoft Word. I scrolled until I found the Utilities folder. Again, normal stuff needed to keep the laptop functioning. I didn’t find any strange, out-of-place folders. What am I missing?

      I began to think they kept a laptop primarily to store videos and photos and to surf the Internet. Outside of the escort emails, the rest of their email activity was tourist related: hotel and flight bookings, purchasing tickets to attractions and, of course, things to do in San Francisco. The same went for their online activity. Each corroborated the other.

      The staged crime scenes, the pictures and videos—this was all for someone else. Another person viewed our couple in action, but how? Could they have hand-delivered the evidence of their deeds on a flash drive? If that were the case, then tracing their steps back to that person would be difficult, if not impossible.

      I went back to their Internet history. The couple had visited the Kayak website a lot, and Kayak memorizes your last search. Maybe their next step could tell me more.

      No such luck. The “to” and “from” fields were filled in with Toronto and San Francisco. What about a return flight? I dug back into the emails and found the airline confirmation email. They had purchased one-way tickets. Did they not intend on returning? Were they planning on staying in San Francisco? Were they last-minute travelers who bought their plane tickets days before travel? I went back to the airline confirmation email. The date they booked and the date of travel were separated by two days. I wondered if their travel plans were dependent on another trigger, like permission or instructions. Or were they simply not sure of their next move? What am I missing? What else could tell me more about these two individuals that I don’t already know?

      There were no Word files saved in their Documents folder. I even booted Word to see if there were recent files opened. None. I did the same for Photoshop, Excel and more. And then my eye caught their Games folder. Hmmm, a serial killer that plays Angry Birds. Who would have thought?

      I opened the game. There appeared to be consistent gameplay since they had completed five levels. I opened a few other games, unsure if it would lead me to anything, but it was something to do. As I moved from game to game, all I gathered was that they liked to play the popular ones, all of them PG rated. I didn’t see any shoot ’em up or fighting games. You would think a serial killer would rather play those than Mahjong or Solitaire. Go figure. I was a click away from closing the Applications folder and calling it a night when I spotted an app with a dragon icon. There was no file name, just a blank space next to the icon, which explained why I had missed it on the first pass.

      I clicked on the app, and the screen went black. An animated, fire-breathing dragon materialized. It put on a brief show before morphing into the game’s logo: Chasing Chinatown. I leaned back in my chair as both sides of my mouth climbed higher. I got you guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      It was near midnight when I received a text from Kang that he was standing outside my home. When I opened the front door, I was amused by his down dressing. He had on sweatpants, a hoodie and a baseball cap.

      “What?” He asked, his body language defensive. “You said get over here as fast as I could. I was already in bed.”

      I motioned for him to hurry inside. “We hit the jackpot,” I said as I skip-hopped past him and up the stairs. “Come on; I’ll show you what I found.”

      I moved up the stairs and into my office as quickly as my leg would allow. Slightly out of breath, I pointed to the laptop. “Take a look.”

      Kang took a seat at my desk and stared at the screen. On it was a simple outline map of the world with the major cites of various countries represented by glowing red dots. A blue trajectory line connected Toronto and San Francisco.

      “Is this some sort of a game?”

      “Yes. It’s a game that our killer couple has been playing.”

      “Wait, you got me out of bed to look at a game?”

      I stood with my weight resting on one leg and my hand on my hip. “It’s more than a game. I’ve been poking around this program for the last hour or so, not to mention I had to crack a password to even get access. Let me explain. It’s kind of like a travel log. It keeps track of their expenses and the miles they’ve logged and the most interesting⁠—”

      Kang held up his hand and interrupted me. “Hold on, Abby. I’m still not seeing the importance.”

      “Well, if you would zip it and let me finish, you would.”

      “Fine.” He turned back toward the laptop, giving me the floor.

      “As I was saying, the most interesting part of this all is that it keeps track of their kills.”

      Kang straightened up.

      “That got your attention, didn’t it?”

      “Keep going.”

      “Not only does it manage their kills, but it orders them.”

      Kang looked back at me. “You mean this game, or whatever it is, asked for one dead guy minus his heart?”

      “Not exactly, but close.” I reached around Kang, took control of the mouse and moved the cursor over the listing of headings titled Attractions. “Each of these Attractions correlates to a kill.” I clicked on Attraction Four, and the other headings and the map faded back. A large animated scroll appeared and unraveled, revealing a phrase.

      “Good fortune comes in many forms. Find the right one for your answer,” Kang read out loud.

      “Each Attraction has a riddle like that. Below the riddle is a place to type in your answer.”

      “And below that is a task,” Kang continued. “Leave someone’s heart in San Francisco. That’s referencing the Tony Bennett song, ‘I Left My Heart in San Francisco.’”

      “That’s right, and our last victim had their heart removed and left here.”

      Kang removed his cap and ran his hands through his hair as he leaned back in the chair. “Unbelievable.”

      “I think answering the riddle correctly reveals the task, because the first three Attractions all have the same thing, except the riddle and the tasks are different.” I quickly took Kang through them.

      “Why the puzzle aspect? If they’re killing for someone else, why make it difficult?”

      “It’s a fun challenge—a game—so to speak. Most serial killers pride themselves on their analytical thinking, their ability to outsmart law enforcement and even their victims. I’d say this is right up their alley. Consider it an appetizer before the meal.”

      Kang leaned back. “Maybe the game aspect is twofold. It masks what is really taking place.”

      “That’s a valid point.”

      “The only thing we don’t know is what answer they gave for each riddle to reveal their tasks.”

      “Well, I crosschecked this fortune phrase with the history of their web searches. While I didn’t see any direct searches for this phrase, there were a lot of searches for Chinese restaurants.”

      “Fortune cookie,” Kang blurted. “Chinese restaurants have fortune cookies and this riddle is about fortune.”

      “That was my initial thought, too, until I saw the search for fortune cookie manufacturers.”

      Kang snapped his finger. “The Fortune Cookie Company. It’s located right in the middle of Chinatown. So that’s the answer.”

      “It could be, but my hunch is it was something at that location.”

      “So they visit, recite the riddle and receive their answer. They then come back, plug it in and the task is revealed.”

      “Perhaps. It fits with the gameplay concept.” I leaned against the wall and crossed one leg over the other.

      “So we have a game that challenges the intellect, the skill, and the creativity of a serial killer. Talk about three ways to feed the ego.”

      “Yeah.”

      Kang rubbed his palms back and forth over his thighs. “You did good, Abby. You’ve certainly unearthed more about this case than I had thought there to be. But do you really think the creator of this app is masterminding the kills? Maybe it’s only a game that someone thought up, and these two lowlifes decided to use it to add a little excitement.”

      “Possibly. I can’t say that isn’t the case.”

      “But you think someone is behind it.”

      “I do, and it’s because of the staging involved with the crimes and the documentation. While a lot of serial killers have a signature, something about their kill that brands them, I don’t believe the staging was a signature for the Carlsons.”

      “Too much work?”

      “Yeah. The amount of thought put into the staging, not to mention covering their tracks—I still believe the Carlsons relished the kill. The staging aspect feels more like work they might have enjoyed or even a way to prolong the high of the kill for them.”

      “Could this simply be them seeking credit for their kills?”

      I tossed Kang’s question around in my head for a bit, even though I had initially discounted it. “It’s not credit they’re seeking. This is about proof. Credit would require reaching a large audience. That’s not what they’re after. The staging was small and hidden.”

      “Either way, I still can’t shake the fact that we’re talking about a simple app.”

      “This isn’t coming from nowhere. This little game played a role in their kills.”

      Kang looked up at me, his eyebrows arched into half circles. “We have no hard evidence that someone is issuing a command to kill through it. There are no direct orders.”

      “It’s a great way to hide the fact that an order was given. It’s like the way the mob communicates over the phone; all of their conversations are indirect. Whoever is behind this is equally organized and set this up to avoid implicating themselves should something go wrong.”

      Kang’s eyelids were heavy and his brow had relaxed. It was a lot to take in. I knew that, which is why it didn’t bother me that he still questioned me. He wouldn’t be doing his job if he didn’t.

      For a few moments, neither of us said anything. My gut agreed with everything I had told Kang. Whether he agreed as well was yet to be seen. He had his head down as he stared at the area rug on the floor. His arms were folded across his chest with his hands tucked between his torso and his biceps.

      I recrossed my legs. It must have wakened him from his self-imposed coma because he looked up at me then. Maybe he sensed me staring at him. There wasn’t an obvious sign to confirm my suspicions.

      From the beginning, our relationship had been professional. Kang never crossed the line with me. I had said a lot of things that probably did but still, he always treated me with respect and as an equal. Could he loosen up a bit more? Sure, but I didn’t mind things the way they were.

      As I shook off my thoughts, I saw that Kang was still staring. I didn’t feel as though he were gawking, nor did I feel uncomfortable. Maybe it was his gentle eyes. Twice, I almost opened my mouth to break the silence but resisted. We were having a moment. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I also wasn’t so quick to stop it. Slowly, I watched a smile form on his face. It started on one side and grew to encompass his entire mouth. I couldn’t help but grin back; his was too contagious to ignore.

      Eventually, the silence got the best of me, and I laughed. “You’re staring at me.”

      “I’m thinking about the case.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “All right, I’m not.”

      “What then?” My left eyebrow rose, as I tilted my head to the side playfully.

      “I’m realizing how good you are.”

      “As a person?”

      “Yes, that, but I really meant as a cop.”

      “Even though I’m an FBI agent, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I looked at my watch; it was nearly two in the morning, and that triggered a yawn, which then turned into stretching my arms high above my head. I peeked at Kang as I reached for the ceiling. My shirt must have ridden up higher than it felt like. Before Kang arrived, I had changed into a T-shirt and a pair of sweat shorts—my normal comfort wear around the house. In my mind, it was the furthest thing from sexy.

      Kang thought otherwise.

      His eyes were intensely staring at my exposed midsection, and before I could stop myself, my mouth cranked into gear. “Are you checking me out?”

      He quickly looked off to the side before settling his eyes back on me. “What?” he managed to say with only a slight crack in his voice.

      “You were staring—wait—leering at me.”

      “I was not. It might have looked like I was, but I was thinking about the case, lost in my thoughts.” He waved a dismissive hand at me and looked away. “You’ve got a big ego.”

      So I had busted his balls a bit for taking a peek. I was glad he had done it. It made him seem normal—goofy. And cute.
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        * * *

      

      Twice in one night, I found myself calling Kang while he was asleep.

      “Abby?”

      “Sorry. I know it’s late, but I know what we need to do.”

      “It’s four in the morning. Don’t you sleep?”

      I had been sleeping, but a trip to the toilet had ignited the cogs in my head and they started spinning. As I had laid in bed with pieces of the case flowing in and out of my conscious, clarity on our next move appeared.

      “Are you listening to me? I said I know what we need to do.”

      “Is this about the case? Give it up. There’s no hard evidence that someone was talking to the Carlsons through this game. We would be chasing a ghost.”

      “There’s still one riddle left that hasn’t been solved.”

      “So we guess the answer correctly, and the task is revealed. Where does that take us?”

      “I’m not sure. But there’s only one way to find out.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Play the game the way the Carlsons would have played it. For real.”
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      Kang agreed to hear me out the following morning. I had known from the start I would be walking into a minefield of negativity, but I needed to get Kang on board. Add that I had ruined any chance he’d had at a good night’s sleep and, well…

      I sat at a sidewalk table in front of the La Boulange Bakery on Columbus Avenue. It was beautiful out, no fog but still jacket weather. I already had my tea steeping in a large mug when I spotted his tall frame poking up amongst the sidewalk traffic. I waved until he spotted me. The big grin on his face eased the tension in my chest. Maybe I had expected a fight where there wasn’t one.

      “Thanks for meeting me.” I slid his usual, a medium black coffee, across the table as he took a seat.

      “It’s not a problem.” He grabbed the cup and brought it up to his lips but kept his eyes on me while he swallowed. He then moved the cup far enough from his lips to speak. “And thanks for the coffee.” He then took another sip before setting it down and rubbing his hands together quickly. “Brisk, isn’t it?”

      “A little. Look⁠—”

      Kang held up a hand. “Abby, I’m in.”

      My eyes widened.

      “You can close your mouth. This is a good thing.”

      It took a moment for me to gather my thoughts and form a response. “Great.” That’s all I could manage.

      Kang leaned back and rested his foot across his thigh. I knew then we were good and back on track. “I’m curious.” I hesitated for a second, though I don’t think he noticed. “What made you change your mind? You seemed so… I dunno, negative, last night.”

      He dropped his foot to the sidewalk and shook his pant leg straight. “To be honest, I trust your judgment. I don’t think I would have closed this case if I hadn’t been working with you.”

      “Puh-lease.” I reached over and gave him a playful shove. “We both worked this case.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate you including me, but I know a smart cookie when I see one.”

      My wide grin allowed me to easily sip my tea, which I stretched out longer than usual. I didn’t have an answer, and I could feel the heat in my cheeks increasing.

      “About this game,” Kang said. “How do you see it unfolding?”

      “When the Carlsons killed that musician, they unlocked Attraction Five, probably by delivering pictures or video of the end result. I know the riddle wasn’t solved, because the task has yet to be revealed. I propose we become Jerry and Vicki Carlson and play the game the way it’s intended.”

      “Last night, you talked about a person behind this game. How do we know he doesn’t know what the couple looks like?”

      “We don’t, but if we can nab this answer to the riddle without alerting the hounds, we’re good. I figure worst case scenario, the guy cuts off all contact and goes underground, and we’d be back to where we currently are.”

      “And if we succeed?”

      “We keep playing and see where it takes us.”

      I watched Kang press his lips tightly together before swishing them from side to side. “We could be walking into an ambush.”

      “We’ll take precautions.”

      “When do we start?”

      I opened my shoulder bag. “Now. I’ve loaded the game onto my laptop.”

      I booted up the program. The map of the world and the Attraction headings appeared. I clicked on Attraction Five, and we watched the animated scroll unravel to reveal the riddle.

      Hundreds of dragons churn the waters. Find them and find your clue.

      “That’s the riddle?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I have no idea where to start.”

      Kang said it out loud a few times. I didn’t even have a suggestion to make. I was completely stumped by what it could mean.

      Kang shifted his eyes upward, to me. “This is a lot harder than I expected it to be.”

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s take a step back. We know the way the kills are made tie into the city, so the riddle probably does as well. What’s the link between dragons and San Francisco?”

      “Chinatown.” Kang sat up. The light had gone on in his head. “They’re all over the place.”

      “There are dancing dragons during Chinese New Year,” I added.

      “It’s May, though, but…” Kang raised his index finger. His mouth hung slightly open. “That’s not the only festival that has dragons associated with it.” He held that pose for a beat longer, his mind continuing to churn and keeping me guessing. “That’s it!” He slapped his thigh repeatedly.

      “What? Tell me.”

      “Today is the first day of the fifth month of the Lunisolar Chinese calendar.”

      “Huh?”

      “This is the month of the Duanwu Festival—the Dragon Boat Festival, where dragon-themed boats race against others.”

      “Hundreds of dragons churn the waters,” I said.

      “That’s exactly what the race looks like.”

      I punched Kang in the arm. “Your nerdy knowledge of all things Chinese is paying off.”

      “My what?”

      “Nothing. The festival? Where? When?”

      Kang whipped out his phone. “I don’t know why it didn’t come to me sooner. I’ve been to it many times. It takes place on Treasure Island, and there are literally hundreds of these boats gliding across the bay that day. It’s a real sight to see. There must be a website.” He tapped at his phone a few times and waited. “Got it. The race is this upcoming Saturday.”

      “Looks like the Carlsons have plans.”
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      After our revelation at the bakery, Kang confided in me regarding his growing concerns with Cavanaugh. As far as the politicking captain knew, the case was solved and filed away. “If he finds out we’re digging further into it, he could order me to stop. Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if he slapped me with an insubordination charge. I’m not his favorite detective, you know.”

      I had an easy solution. I pulled rank and officially made the entire case an FBI investigation requiring SFPD’s help, specifically Kang’s. Reilly was on board. He saw the potential in this case, not to mention that it was already cross-border.

      Toronto’s RCMPs got back to us with a few unsolved murders that had a staging aspect to them. We were confident that the Carlsons were connected. That alone was enough to make it a federal investigation. Plus, Reilly knew it could be a big coup for the department. Cavanaugh wasn’t the only one who looked to collect an “atta-boy” wherever he could. And because our case had been elevated, we had access to the resources needed to help us.

      Even though we assumed the real Carlsons had never met the mastermind behind the game, he might have seen a picture of their faces. The department arranged for a professional makeup person to come in and help us match the facial features of our couple and the disguises they used.

      Kang looked more Asian than I did, but the artist had a way to help alleviate that through rubber prosthetics around his eyes. They also attached a bulbous nose on his face to match Jerry Carlson’s and replicated the mustache found at the cottage. We both were outfitted with wigs. I wore contacts to change my green eyes to brown and got a new beauty mark on my cheek, which I quite liked. The entire disguise was fairly turnkey so we could apply it ourselves in the future.

      In the days leading up to the big dragon event, a tactical team scouted the area and picked out a location where our safety team could position themselves and monitor the situation. Since Kang and I would most likely be on the move, another team of agents, dressed as spectators, mobile food vendors and security would follow us around. It was a large operation for a hunch, but as Kang had mentioned earlier, we had no idea what we were walking into.

      The day of the races, Kang and I arrived at the island at eleven in the morning. We were wired so we could maintain radio contact with the team, who had arrived earlier to get into position. Reilly and his team were overseeing the operation from a tent disguised as a life insurance exhibit, something that would receive very little foot traffic, if any.

      “Carlsons, Command Center is operational, and your perimeter team is in place. We’re waiting on your go,” Reilly said over the radio.

      “We just parked and are heading to the entrance. Let us know when you have eyes on us,” I responded.

      The first agent to pick us up was Agent House. “This is ground security at the entrance. I have the Carlsons in my view. Proceeding to follow.”

      It didn’t take long for the entire team to lock us in their sights and for us to spot them. I had handpicked every agent. It was comforting that I knew every one of them.

      “Carlsons, do your thing. We’re watching,” Reilly chirped in.

      “Hundreds of dragons churn the waters,” Kang said.

      We really didn’t know what steps to take. All we knew was that the Carlsons had a riddle tied to fortune cookies and they Googled manufacturers. From that, we extrapolated that they had visited the Fortune Cookie Company in Chinatown and received their answer. Not much to go on, but how hard could it be? Solving the riddle wasn’t the end goal. The kill was. It had to be a challenge that could be easily completed.

      We headed down to where the boats were docked, thinking they might hold our answer. The boats were long and narrow like the skiffs used in rowing events, but they had a deeper and larger hull like a canoe. A dragon’s head carved from wood was mounted on the stern of each boat. They were painted in a variety of bright blues, oranges, yellows, and reds. The dragon detail continued along the side of the narrow vessel, making the entire boat look like a beast moving through water.

      “They look really cool,” I said. “But I don’t get the feeling that what we’re looking for is here. It’s too literal to the riddle.”

      “I think you’re right. It’s something else.”

      We turned around and headed back to the top of the festival grounds where the majority of the exhibits were and where there was a great view of the racecourse.

      “What else do you know about this festival? Why do they race dragon-themed boats?” I asked.

      “Well, there are a couple of theories. The most popular is the story of a scholar who, in a form of protest to government corruption, committed suicide by throwing himself into the Miluo River on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month. The villages were so impressed by his sacrifice, they used leaves to wrap rice into little triangles and threw them into the river. You and I know this as the rice dumpling snack called Zong Zi.”

      “That’s how Zong Zi was invented?”

      “According to the story, yes. Anyway, they did this to prevent the fish from eating the body.”

      I stopped walking and turned to Kang. “Feeding the fish rice so they don’t eat a body? Are you messing with me?”

      “No, I’m serious. Mind you, this supposedly took place in 278 BC. That’s the way minds worked back then. Anyway, in their efforts to keep the fish snacking on rice, they paddled boats out onto the river to spread more rice around and that’s how the dragon boat racing came about.”

      “Who’s the scholar responsible for this commercialized myth?”

      “I think his name was Qu Yan.”

      “Does he look like that guy over there?” I held my arm up and pointed to a Chinese man dressed in traditional ancient garb with a fake wispy mustache that hung from the corners of his mouth. Groups of people were having their pictures taken with him.

      “Yeah,” Kang mumbled.

      “I guess he’s the Dragon Festival’s answer to Disneyland’s Mickey Mouse.” I grabbed Kang by his arm and dragged him toward the character. “Honey, look. It’s Qu Yan!” I squealed. “I want a picture.”

      “He’s not that popular. Bring it down a notch.” The words squeezed out of the corner of his mouth.

      We waited as the woman in front of us had her boyfriend take her picture over and over because she wasn’t satisfied with his iPhone photography. After the fifth picture, my patience had started to grow thin. “What’s the point?” I said through gritted teeth. “She’ll probably slap multiple filters on it, and it’ll look nothing like the original.”

      “Happy thoughts, dear. Happy thoughts.”

      Kang’s response initiated a few chuckles from our listeners. I had forgotten briefly that we were mic’d. Finally, Miss Inconsiderate okayed a photo, and they left. I stood next to the man and hooked my arm around his. While Kang took out his phone to snap a picture, I leaned in and said, “Hundreds of dragons churn the waters.”

      Nothing. Not even a slight acknowledgment that I had said something. I tried once more, only louder and with a throat clear to grab his attention. Still, he only stared at Kang, who was suddenly bent at the knees with one leg stretched all the way back while he tried to maintain balance.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Trying to get the right angle.”

      “The right angle is you standing straight up and taking the picture, dear.”

      I had the opposite problem from the girl who had stood here before me. Smile cramp had started to set in, and Kang appeared no closer to taking the picture. He was of the mindset that he had something much more substantial in his hand than a phone camera.

      I tugged on Qu Yan’s arm, gaining his attention, and repeated the riddle once more. He only smiled back at me with a gentle nod. I then mentioned, “Team Carlson.” Same response. What the hell was I doing wrong? Maybe Qu Yan wasn’t our point of contact, but surely someone was. I doubted we were looking for an object. Qu Yan was the reason for this festival. If not him, then whom? Finally, grasping at anything, I said, “Chasing Chinatown.”

      At that point, Kang had finally snapped a picture, and Qu Yan had wriggled his arm free from my grip. At first, I thought he was in a rush to go elsewhere. I didn’t blame him; I wouldn’t want to spend another second with a wannabe pro phone photographer and his clingy wife. I still hadn’t decided if I wanted to let this guy go. I could hear Reilly in my earpiece asking for an update. I couldn’t say anything and was mindful not to accidently give the signal for everyone to move in—putting my hair behind my left ear.

      Not having any other reason to keep clinging to Qu Yan, I relinquished and set him free, expecting him to hurry away, but he didn’t. I watched him reach into one of the many folds in his robe and remove something. I couldn’t quite see what it was, but he grabbed my hand, and in it, he placed a small Zong Zi.

      “There’s been an exchange,” Reilly said over the radio. “Team, wait for the signal. Carlsons, are we grabbing this guy?”

      I waited for Qu Yan to move out of earshot. “He gave me Zong Zi. It’s a rice dumpling associated with the festival.”

      “Are we grabbing him?” Reilly stated once more.

      “No. He’s only the messenger. We need to keep playing the game.”

      “All right, team. Let’s wrap it up.”

      I showed Kang the dumpling before addressing the team. “Team leader, we will rally back at your position.”
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        * * *

      

      The man dressed as Qu Yan watched the couple hurry away, like two kids who had just received a present from Santa Claus. He watched them disappear into the crowd before turning around and heading in the other direction. He avoided eye contact with any potential picture takers and made his way past a few exhibition tents to an area where only exhibitors were allowed. He didn’t stop until he stood under a large olive tree, one of the few that still thrived since its planting during the 1935 Golden Gate Expo. There, he removed a cell phone from his robe and made a call.

      A low scratchy voice answered the call. “Yes.”

      “Team Carlson check in for fifth Attraction. I give them answer.”

      “Thank you, Wei. This is good news.”

      “No. Not good news.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Wrong couple.”
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      Jing Woo pressed the end button on his cell phone and set it down on the wobbly teak table in front of him. Even with a crack running the length of the tabletop, it was sturdy enough to hold the pot of tea that he always kept near him. He sat Indian style on an array of colorful silk cushions while leaning back against a larger, fluffier one that had been propped against the wall—not an office you would expect for the head of the local Triad gang.

      Everyone had heard of Jing, but very few had ever met him. Most of his conversations took place over the phone or through other individuals, and he had an army of men who did his bidding. Jing liked it that way. It’s what made him powerful, what made Chinatown impenetrable by outsiders.

      Jing slipped the ivory cigarette holder between his lips and inhaled deeply, causing the cigarette to crackle and burn brightly. Swirls of gray circled his head, noticeable from the tiny bit of light that shone through a small, frosted window above his head. Large candles spread out around the room contributed to the ominous look by casting an array of harsh shadowing and flickering light. Furnishing was sparse outside of a few small tables and bookshelves populated with books and Chinese pottery. Like the table, they, too, were fashioned out of teak and decorated with either ivory or mother-of-pearl inlays.

      Very few people were allowed inside Jing’s retreat. In fact, only his most trusted advisor had carte blanche to enter. That man’s name was Quai Chan, but he was commonly referred to as the Black Mantis.

      Jing picked up a small bell and rang it. The entrance door to the room opened quietly, and a man slipped inside. Jing adjusted himself on the pillows as the shadowy figure approached until the red glow lit his face. “You requested my attention.”

      “Yes, Quai. Please, sit. I received an interesting call regarding Team Carlson. What do you know of them?”

      “They have played the game well.”

      “They have, yes. Very creatively, too. Today, however, they did not collect the password for their final objective.”

      “Why is that? Could they not figure out the riddle?”

      “No, no. That wasn’t the problem.” Jing took another long toke and allowed his exhale to linger.

      “What then?” There was alarm in Quai’s response.

      “Another couple showed up in their place.”

      “Impossible,” Quai blurted.

      “Is it?” Jing brought his teacup to his lips.

      Quai knew that was the end of the conversation. It was his job to discover the problem and fix it. He stood and bowed respectfully to his boss before exiting the room. His next course of action was to find the couple from the dragon race in a discreet way. Jing Woo and his crew were well protected within the borders of Chinatown, though on the outside, it was a different story. It was important they work from the shadows, especially when problems arose. That was how their kind thrived in their popular neighborhood.

      Quai was an expert at his trade—intimidation. That’s why he was called the Black Mantis: his ability to strike an opponent from out of nowhere without any witnesses gave fear to those who knew him and a short life to those who didn’t. In addition to his savvy street smarts, Quai’s ruthless ability earned him the title of Jing’s most deadly assassin. His greatest asset was his height and weight. He stood no more than five-feet, five-inches and barely toppled the scale at one hundred thirty pounds; he was the most unassuming opponent a person would ever face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the Bureau’s office on Golden Gate Avenue, Reilly, Kang and I gathered around the laptop. I pulled up our fifth attraction and typed the word Zong Zi as my answer. The screen went dark, and a moving graphic of the word “Congratulations” appeared. Tiny fireworks shot out of the top of the letters. We all looked at each other, wondering if this were some sort of joke. The graphic design was reminiscent of what existed on the Internet back in the mid-nineties. Add to that the strangeness of celebrating another step forward to finding out how the next kill would be dictated, and it was all morbidly troubling.

      After a few seconds of fanfare, the firework display disappeared and the paper scroll appeared, except that time, our task was revealed at the bottom.

      

      ATTRACTION #5

      
        	Hundreds of dragons churn the waters. Find them and find your clue.

        	Answer: Zong Zi

        	Task: Order Chinese takeout.

        	Upload

      

      

      “Another riddle?” Kang stood up straight and planted both of his hands on his hips. “This is stupid. What kind of killer goes through all this trouble to kill a person? They could walk out of their home and end the life of the first person they see if they want.”

      “I’m with Detective Kang on this one, Abby. It’s not making a whole lot of sense.”

      I understood how they could be frustrated. The department had spent major bucks on a surveillance operation only to walk away with a rice snack and another riddle. Even I felt doubt creep into my head, but I quickly gave it the boot as I recalled the crime scenes of our other victims. “Look, guys, I know it seems like this is getting us nowhere, but step back and look at the entire picture. Consider our other victims and how they have met their deaths. All of the crime scenes connect back to this game play.”

      “Or maybe we wanted them to and made the connections work,” Kang suggested.

      I turned to him. “You of all people should recognize that’s not true. The last objective was also indirect: ‘Leave someone’s heart in San Francisco.’ We just need to apply a little killer instinct to this one.”

      “Say we do come to an agreeable answer as to what this means. What then?” Reilly asked.

      “We stage the scene and submit the photos. It’s the only way to get to the person behind all of this.”

      “Chinese takeout!” Kang threw his arms up in the air. “How much more nebulous can that be?”

      Kang continued his rant but I had already tuned him out and focused back on the statement in front of me. Order Chinese takeout. Literal or not? Hmmm… I wonder if… that’s it! “Hey, listen up. This isn’t a riddle. We’re the ones turning it into a riddle when it shouldn’t be.”

      “What do you mean?” Reilly’s eyebrows shot upward, widening his eyes.

      “This is, and has always been, about killing. This is the time when the killer does what they do. They only need to link their kill to that phrase. There is no right or wrong way to do it. It’s about showmanship at this point. This is where the staging comes from. It’s now about how entertaining or clever can they make their kill.”

      Kang’s head bounced around as he pondered.

      “The simplest form of delivering is to kill a Chinese person. But do you get points for that? Is that enough to seal the deal? Is it too obvious? If so, how could a killer add some pizzazz to that?”

      Reilly sat up. “Chop up the body and deliver it in a large takeout container.”

      Kang and I both looked at Reilly at the same moment.

      “What? I’m riffing here.”

      “That’s exactly what we need to be doing—coming up with a bunch of ideas until we hit the one.”

      “How do we know if we hit the one?”

      “We’ll know.”

      Everyone quickly got on the same page, and our killer brainstorm session progressed at a fast rate. Within twenty minutes, we had written down fifteen possible ideas for our kill. I really didn’t think the Carlsons spent much time thinking about their execution. I honestly believed they probably settled on the first or second doable idea they came up with. The Carlsons weren’t the type to agonize over their methods. They were all about the excitement of the thrill kill, not a ritual they needed to complete. Though, I began to understand why they were attracted to this game play and why they would go through the trouble rather than, as Kang put it, “walk outside and kill the first person they see.” The riddles and the creative execution multiplied the thrill for them.
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      Our idea, given the situation, was simple and didn’t require a bunch of resources—something we thought the Carlsons could easily pull off. We simplified Reilly’s idea of chopping up a body and placing it in a five-foot-tall replica of a Chinese takeout container by settling on a moped used to make deliveries. On the back of the bikes were large warming containers. Our idea was to park one of those delivery bikes in Portsmouth Square, a popular, one-block park between Kearny and Grant, and inside the delivery container would be the head of a Chinese person—fake, of course.

      With our idea solidified, we focused on the logistics. It basically sounded easy, but where do you get a fake head that looks real? We hired a special effects artist in L.A.: Monte Jenkins. He had spent years at Stan Winston’s Studios and had been instrumental in creating the velociraptor in Jurassic Park, but now, he worked for himself.

      Our SFX guy stressed that he needed at least two days to deliver the finished prop. “Hey, you’re lucky I have a head I can refurbish, or else you’d be looking at week, minimum,” he said over the speakerphone. He also insisted we fly him up to SF so he could apply the finishing touches with pig’s blood. “It’s a must for authenticity, and it needs to be applied at the time of the killing so the blood coagulates the way it should.”

      I didn’t know what was more surprising: the level of detail that guy applied to his work or the fact that he knew so much about decomposition of a human body.

      Taking a cue from the Carlsons, we decided to plant the bike in the park in the early morning. We’d snap some pictures, then let the situation unfolded as it normally would. Eventually, as the park filled with people, someone would discover the head, and SFPD would be called. FBI would of course show up as well, and we would run through the motions of processing the crime scene as if it were real.

      We moved as fast as we could without overlooking minute details. We believed our success relied on pulling off a believable crime scene. If the person viewing the photos didn’t believe them, we ran the risk of losing our momentum or, worse, the mastermind of this game. One of those details was what restaurant name to use on the delivery container.

      “Why does the restaurant need to be real?” I asked Kang.

      “Well, what if this guy has knowledge of the restaurants in Chinatown? He would know it was fake.”

      He had a point. But what restaurant would allow us to fake-kill one of their employees? The answer was the Dynasty Inn. The owner was Kang’s second cousin, who immediately volunteered his restaurant as the decoy.

      “So your cousin has no qualms about doing this?”

      “No, actually, he thinks it’ll generate business.” Kang pointed at his head and twirled his finger around in a circle. “His delivery guys use the mopeds with the hot food containers on them, so it’s perfect for our needs.”

      Eventually, we settled on a story that someone had stolen the moped from the restaurant, and the head wasn’t from an employee of the restaurant. That bit of news disappointed Kang’s cousin. With the restaurant situation settled and our timing locked into place for Sunday morning, all we needed was our head.
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      With Operation Takeout only a few days away, I decided to remain at home and take it easy. The back and forth with the office had hampered my thigh’s recovery a bit. A few days of rest would do wonders. To keep myself busy, I continued to poke around through the Carlsons’ information. With all that we had learned in the last few days, I had been eager to see if there was more to be discovered.

      The exact logic that had led the Carlsons from riddle to answer to task for each attraction interested me. Even with all we had learned, I could not pinpoint how the Carlsons had obtained the answers to the riddles. I could guess the logic behind the riddle, but that was it.

      Even our search for the answer to the fifth riddle was a crapshoot; we’d had no idea what we were looking for or how we would obtain it. Maybe that’s the point. The riddle provided just enough information for someone to discover the answer but not enough information for others to know. Anybody trying to pinpoint how we got our answer based on the cryptic information in the game would never have deduced that we had to mention the name of the game to a Qu Yan character while taking a picture with him at the Dragon Boat Festival.

      I slouched a few inches down in my chair and folded my arms across my chest. The more I tried to understand the workings of the game, the more I realized how much thought had actually been put into masking its real intentions.

      As I flipped through the riddles, one thing stood out: we didn’t know the locations the Carlsons had visited in the past with the exception of the fortune cookie company. Even if someone did come to the conclusion that we had gone to the boat races, there would be nothing for them to attend. It was an event, not a location.

      I picked up the phone and dialed Kang. “Meet me at the corner of Grant and Washington.”

      “What’s going on in Chinatown?”

      “Hopefully some good fortune we can use.”
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      Kang was busy snacking on a rice cake and used his eyebrows to acknowledge me. He motioned for me to take a bag out of his hand while he swallowed. Inside was another rice cake.

      “Go ahead. I bought it for you,” he managed to say between bites.

      I grabbed the bag, plucked the rice cake from it and took a bite. Perfectly sweet with the right amount of sticky—I nodded my approval as I chewed.

      Kang’s head bounced up and down along with mine. “Good stuff, huh? I get them from the Dim Sum shop over on Jackson. They make the best cake in my opinion. So why are we here?”

      “Follow me,” I said as I popped the remaining piece into my mouth. I led him west on Washington to Ross Alley.

      “The Fortune Cookie Company is here,” Kang stated.

      I brought Kang up to speed on my thoughts about how the Fortune Cookie Company was an actual location and the Dragon Boat Festival had been an event. I thought we might glean some information from it. He agreed but pointed out that we weren’t in character.

      “We don’t want to be the Carlsons. If somebody at the factory gave them the answer they needed, that person would have knowledge of what they looked like.”

      Kang’s face drooped.

      “What?”

      “If that’s true, then they already know what the Carlsons look like and might know that the couple at Treasure Island wasn’t them.”

      “I realize that, but that’s the situation we’re in. Plus, we don’t know if the Carlsons were wearing their disguises when they came here. It’s too late for a do-over now. Let’s keep plowing ahead. Today we’re normal tourists checking out how fortune cookies are made.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re dressed in jeans and a hoodie. I’m in a suit.”

      “No one twisted your arm this morning when you dressed.” I spun around and headed into the alley.

      “We’ll pretend we don’t know each other,” he called out behind me.

      “I can do that.”

      The day was early, so there wasn’t much of a crowd—which was great since the cookie factory wasn’t that big. I maneuvered my way inside, leaving Kang outside to stretch his neck over the crowd for a look.

      I pushed through, right up to the rope that marked the end of the public area, roughly an eight-foot by eight-foot space, and found myself standing next to a French couple. The wife stood poised in front of a girl making cookies while her husband took her picture. An older Chinese gentleman stood nearby and collected money from other eager tourists wanting pictures. I couldn’t help but overhear one woman whispering to her friend.

      “That Chinese woman is making fortune cookies,” she said. “Just like that… folding a small square of dough. Ain’t that something?”

      What? Baking? You never seen someone bake cookies? I rolled my eyes as I let out a breath. Once they had their pictures, I positioned myself closer to the man collecting the money. With the general public having limited access inside the factory and he the only person available to talk to, the Carlsons must have interacted with him.

      “How’s business?” I asked.

      He smiled and nodded.

      I grabbed a bag of freshly baked fortune cookies from a nearby shelf. “How much?” I asked.

      He held up his four fingers.

      I knew the riddle for this location, Good fortune comes in many different shapes, but I wasn’t sure if blurting it out was the right thing, since it had already been solved. I opted for a variation of it first. “Do you make fortune cookies in different shapes?”

      He smiled.

      Well, that went nowhere. Let’s try direct. “Good fortune comes in many different shapes, I hear.”

      Still, he stared at me with his smile and said nothing.

      I finally mentioned the name of the game. Maybe it’s the same for every riddle. Same response. Since my tiny self took up valuable real estate and the old man wasn’t responding, I vacated my spot and threaded my way back to Kang.

      “So what did I miss? Did you talk to the old guy?” Kang asked.

      “I did.” I told him what I had said and that I hadn’t received an answer. “You think maybe we have it wrong, that the Carlsons never came here?”

      “Nah.” He shook his head and shoved both hands into his pants pockets. “This has got to be the right place. The only other local fortune cookie manufacturer is in Los Angeles. I’m guessing something was set up here for the password retrieval, like a special fortune cookie or maybe even a person in costume like at the boat race. Once the password is retrieved, maybe that special whatever-it-is disappears.”

      “Yeah, probably.” I tapped my foot against the pavement.

      “Something’s bothering you,” Kang said.

      “There’s something about that old man that’s not sitting right with me, but I can’t figure it out. Come on,” I said, turning on my heels, “let’s get out of here. We have an early call tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The old Chinese man called one of his workers to the front to collect money while he disappeared behind a door in the back of the factory. Inside the small office were two young men counting stacks of money. He spoke to them in Chinese, and they immediately stood up and exited the room. He then made a call on his mobile phone.

      “I find couple again.”

      “Where?”

      “At shop. I have them followed.”

      “Good.”

      The old man hung up the phone and sat in a chair near a desk. He let out a long, slow breath as he dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. He leaned back and let his body relax. He had redeemed himself and felt positive that he was in a better position with Quai Chan. At the dragon boat races, his job had been to deliver the password to the Carlsons. In fact, it had been his job to deliver all the passwords. When Jing Woo, the boss of Chinatown, told him to follow the strange couple that day, he had been unable to locate them. This did not sit well with Jing, and Quai made it very clear that he had three days to rectify the situation.

      The old man lifted his shirt to reveal his torso wrapped tightly in bandages. His ribs were still tender, and the wound across his abdomen had begun to heal. He lowered his shirt and let out another long breath. Good fortune does come in many different shapes.
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      Kang, Monte and I arrived at Portsmouth Square in an unmarked van a little after three thirty on Sunday morning. We had our disguises on in case we were seen by a passerby or somehow by the mastermind. Monte was in the back making the final touches to the prosthetic head. “You almost done?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Staging a crime scene—it’s so exciting.”

      “You’re not staging anything.”

      Monte stopped and looked up at me. “What? Why can’t I help?”

      I shrugged and wondered why I needed to explain myself. “Because I said so.”

      That night, a crescent moon coupled with heavy fog blessed us with the perfect cover to do what we needed. In the back of the van, we had the moped from Kang’s cousin’s restaurant, complete with decapitated head in place. Monte had added the bloody touches on the drive to the square. I must admit; the damn thing looked more lifelike than I had imagined it would.

      We parked and waited inside the van for a few minutes, surveying the area. The plan was to stage the scene, snap some pictures, and get out of there. We anticipated that the entire operation would take us roughly fifteen minutes.

      Kang rolled the bike out of the back of the vehicle down a small, portable ramp. Our target was the center of the square where a lamppost cast a soft light. We spent another ten minutes documenting with pictures and video.

      “How long should we wait before uploading our evidence to the app?” Kang asked.

      “If the real Carlsons had done this, they would still be reveling in the glow of the kill. I know we’re both eager, but maybe it’s better to wait a day.”
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        * * *

      

      From out of the shadows, Quai Chan emerged, invisible to the naked eye due to his daily wear of a black Kung Fu suit. The eyes and ears of Chinatown had alerted him to the couple’s arrival in the square. He arrived in time to watch the couple roll a moped out of their vehicle and park it under a lamppost. He knew from the descriptions given him by Lee, the owner of the Fortune Cookie Company, that this was the right couple. Maybe he will live, Quai thought.

      He waved his hand as if he were motioning someone. He was. Four dark figures emerged from the shadows and spread out around the square. Within a few seconds, Quai and his men had surrounded the couple as they took pictures of the bike.

      A second later, a white male exited the van, and approached the couple and started taking pictures. The woman immediately pointed at the van, her arm stiff like an arrow. She used her other arm to turn him around and push him back toward it.

      Quai didn’t need to see more. He motioned to his men, and all at once, they rose from their hiding spots, a mere fifteen feet away. They had long wooden tubes pressed tightly against their lips. A few seconds later, the three individuals fell to the pavement, unconscious.

      Quai’s men quickly moved the bodies back into the van and drove away as he watched the rear lights fade into the grasp of the gray. Quai stood from his crouched position and clasped his hands together, pushing them out, palm first, to create a rippling of crackles from his knuckles before making his way down to the motorbike.

      He noted the restaurant and what was in the container but gave no visible reaction to seeing a bloody head. It was impossible to tell if he was fooled.
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      Kang woke first. He blinked until his eyesight grew clear. Surprisingly, his first observation wasn’t what his eyes saw but what his arms felt—a lack of movement. He looked down and saw rope strapped tightly across his waist, tying him to a wooden chair that was bolted crudely to the cement floor. His arms were pulled behind his back and fastened together at his wrists. Kang noticed a bit of slack in the rope and immediately began to work on it. He also realized his weapon was missing, and so were his keys and wallet. His disguise had been completely removed except for a bit of glue on the tip of his nose that had held the prosthetic down. They know who we are.

      Those were the first of a series of dire observations but certainly not the last that Kang would make in the next few minutes.

      To his left sat Monte, the SFX guy. He was tied down in a chair with armrests, his hands tightly secured to each one. His head swayed from side to side as he mumbled quietly to himself. Sitting to his right was Abby. She too had been stripped of her disguise and, he assumed, her weapon as well. Her chin rested against her chest, and her hair had fallen forward, covering most of her face. He could barely hear her shallow breaths, which was a relief, because upon sight, she looked dead.

      Above him, a lone bulb dangled from a jerry-rigged electrical hookup. Every few minutes or so, the light would flicker. The room had no windows, only a wooden door leading out. Aside from the chairs the three were sitting on, the space was bare. The walls were constructed from small, red bricks, which gave Kang some encouraging information. We’re still in Chinatown. However, the chill in the room told him they were most likely below grade. An old basement, perhaps?

      Coughing from Monte grabbed Kang’s attention. “Monte,” he said, “you okay?”

      He swung his head toward the direction of Kang’s voice. “Yeah. My head hurts, though. Why am I tied? Where are we?” His words gained speed, and he spoke louder. He started to tug on his arms.

      “Monte, I need you to remain calm. Look at me!”

      Monte focused back on Kang. Heavy breaths escaped his hanging mouth, and the pits of his T-shirt had darkened.

      “Everything will be okay. We’ll get out of this. But in the meantime, I need you to remain calm.” Kang kept his voice steady and his emotions in check. If he showed any sign of worry, he knew he would lose Monte.

      “Why are we here? What’s wrong with Agent Kane?” he asked, looking past Kang.

      “She’s fine. We were all knocked unconscious.”

      Kang then turned his attention to his partner. “Abby,” he called out, but she didn’t respond. He tried once more but louder. “Abby!”

      Her head swung toward him.

      “Abby, it’s Kyle. Can you hear me?”

      She mumbled and could barely open her eyes.

      “I think we were drugged, maybe with some sort of anesthetic agent. Looks like she got the worst of it,” Kang said.

      “Is help on the way?” Monte asked.

      “Help is on the way,” Kang lied. “Now listen closely. At some point, we will face our captors, and when we do, I need you to remain calm. Let me do all the talking and do not, under any circumstances, engage them. Is that understood?”

      Monte nodded.

      Kang looked at the man from head to toe. He was either one degree away from losing it or on the verge of shock. Neither outcome was ideal.

      “Do you know where we are?” Monte’s words barely slipped out over his lips.

      “I believe we’re still in Chinatown. That brick,” Kang motioned with his head to the wall, “is common in most of the older buildings, but I think we’re in a basement.”

      “We’re underground?”

      “Monte, what did I just say about remaining calm?”

      “Sorry.”

      “A lot of the restaurants and stores have underground storage units.” Kang had been in a couple. It was also rumored that a network of tunnels existed under Chinatown, but Kang had never found any evidence of it. Even though he was a full-blooded Chinese man, he wasn’t privy to the secret workings of Chinatown. Only its residents understood fully what went on in its confines.

      It also didn’t help that he was a cop. Chinatown had always policed and punished their own. That’s how it was and always had been. It had helped to shelter the first wave of immigrants from the dangers of the city and the corruptions of the government. Cops were not to be trusted. And sadly, Kang was well aware of that.
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      Back on the surface, a slew of law enforcement personnel had descended on Portsmouth Square. Reilly and his team were already fake-inspecting the crime scene when he realized that a half hour had passed since he had arrived. His intent was to do a walk-around and leave, but without the agent in charge of the case on site, that wasn’t possible.

      He called to no one in particular, “Anybody seen Agent Kane?”

      “She hasn’t shown, sir,” answered a passing agent.

      Reilly dialed Abby on his cell phone but got her voicemail. Shit! Where are you? This is supposed to be your operation. He walked over to one of the SFPD uniforms on perimeter duty. “Do you know if Detective Kang has shown up or is on his way?”

      “Not that I know of, sir. I can put a call in to dispatch, and they can try to reach him.”

      “Thanks.”

      Reilly walked back to where the bike was parked. The forensics team was busy dusting the bike and photographing the surrounding area. The fake head was still inside the container, though now, in the light, Reilly could tell that it was a prop. He flipped the lid closed right as he felt a tap on his shoulder.

      “Abby, it’s about time…”

      “Sorry, wrong agent.” Agent Tracy House stood before him.

      “Oh, I thought you were… What are you doing here?”

      “Abby filled me in on the plan. I came by to see how real the crime scene looked. I’m impressed.”

      “Well, I’m not. Abby is MIA. She’s supposed to be here overseeing this charade.”

      “If you need help, I can step in.”

      “Thanks, Agent. I would appreciate it.”

      House motioned with her head to a pack of journalists standing outside the taped off area. “Looks like someone needs to give a fake update to the media.”

      Reilly shook his head and clenched his jaw before heading over to feed the pool of reporters.

      House walked over to the bike and took a peek inside the container when a uniformed officer tapped her on her shoulder.

      “Sorry to disturb you, but that other agent,” he said, pointing to Reilly, “asked me to check on the whereabouts of Detective Kang. I wanted to say that dispatch had no luck in reaching him. I also wanted to mention that the van he requisitioned wasn’t returned. He didn’t ask me to check on that, but I did⁠—”

      “Wait, what do you mean it wasn’t returned?”

      “It should have been returned early this morning, but it wasn’t. I thought that was worth mentioning.”

      “Thanks. It is.” The wheels in her head began to spin while her stomach grew hollow. Something wasn’t right. House pulled out her phone and dialed Abby as she made her way over to Reilly. There wasn’t any answer.

      “Special Agent Reilly,” she called out, interrupting his spiel to the journalists, “you’re needed at the crime scene.”

      “That’s all for now. We’ll let you know when we have more information.”

      As soon as they were out of earshot from the reporters, Reilly whispered from the corner of his mouth, “Thanks for saving me there.”

      “Sir, I think we have a problem. An SFPD officer has just informed me that the van Detective Kang requisitioned to bring the bike here was never returned this morning.”

      “Shit!” Reilly grabbed another passing agent. “Agent Burns, you familiar with the effects guy we flew up here?”

      “Yeah, I helped coordinate his travel plans.”

      “Good. I want you to find out if he is in his hotel room, immediately.”

      “I don’t understand,” House said. “Why are you checking on the guy who made the head?”

      “Because he tagged along with them last night to finish prepping the head.”

      Reilly took a deep breath as he looked over the scene. Abby had asked if there should be backup, but they had both come to the conclusion that the operation was simple enough that they didn’t need any. I should have known better.

      “Were they supposed to check in after the drop?”

      “Only if for some reason they were unable to complete it,” Reilly answered. “I should have sent a team to watch them.”

      Agent Burns reappeared as he was getting off his mobile.

      “You have an answer for me?”

      “The room was empty, and the bed didn’t appear to have been slept in.”

      “Agent House, round up every available agent on site and meet me back here.”

      A few minutes later, House returned with six other agents. Of the bunch, she looked the most concerned and rightfully so. To her, Abby was more than just a coworker. Reilly reached over and gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “Hey, you didn’t put Abby on this case; I did. I don’t want you blaming yourself, okay?”

      House nodded as she worked to swallow the lump that had begun to lodge itself in the bottom of her throat.

      “Listen up. We have a situation where one of our own, a detective with the SFPD and a civilian have gone missing.” Reilly informed them of the details he had learned only minutes earlier. “I want a search perimeter established, starting right here in this square and branching out. Also, let’s get an APB on the van they used and have SFPD and the Highway Patrol monitor the roads and bridges out of the city. I want⁠—”

      Reilly stopped and lifted his right foot. Beneath his shoe, he saw a thin, metal projectile about three inches long with red fletching at the end for stabilization.

      “What the hell…?”

      “If I’m not mistaken,” House said as she bent down and picked up the object, “that looks like a tranquilizer dart.”

      “Let’s get whatever is on the tip of it analyzed and hope we’re not too late.”
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      Kang was staring ahead, contemplating their options, when a noise from Abby grabbed his attention. “Abby,” he called out. She opened her eyes for a brief second before closing them. He called out once more. This time, her eyes remained open, but her lids were heavy. “Over here. It’s me, Kyle.”

      Abby flopped her head toward him again. “Kyle… What’s going on?” she slurred.

      He noticed a thin trail of dried blood on her neck, partially covered by her hair. It only confirmed his earlier suspicions about them being drugged. A tranquilizer gun? It had to be. He didn’t recall hearing a noise or seeing anyone. One minute, he had focused on Abby as she tried to get Monte back into the van, and the next thing he knew, he had woken up tied to a chair.

      While Kang and Monte appeared to be recovering from the effects of the drug, Abby was having a much harder time. She appeared woozy and spoke sporadically without making much sense.

      Kang didn’t like their chances of survival and needed to quickly tilt the odds in their favor. He had been diligently working on loosening the knot that secured the rope around his wrists and had made significant progress. Just get one hand free. That’s it.

      Ten minutes had passed before he heard the scuffle of shoes outside the door and a key sliding into the lock. A beat later, the wooden door creaked open, and in walked three Chinese men. One was noticeably smaller than the others, but the intensity of his stare told Kang he was the leader. They were all dressed in black Kung Fu attire. The two tall men each had a sword strapped to their back, and one held a laptop under his arm.

      The small man stepped forward to within a few feet of Kang. He had a wry smile. “Detective, how are you feeling?”

      “Why are you holding us hostage?”

      The man spread his feet apart and cupped his hands in front of him. “Why do you ask a question you already know the answer to?”

      Kang’s brow narrowed. “Who are you?”

      The grin on the short man grew wider as he looked back briefly at his companions. “He wants to know who I am.” His followers chuckled. “I am the Black Mantis.”

      “So you are Quai Chan. I’ve been wanting to meet you for a very long time.”

      “Well, Detective Kang, your wish has been granted.” Quai began to pace the room slowly, methodically. “That show you put on in the square—very clever. What was its purpose?”

      Kang remained quiet. The more he allowed the man to talk, the more he would learn what they knew and what they wanted.

      “Your tongue is tied? I thought it was only your hands.” More laughter. He then snapped a finger, and the man holding the laptop moved forward. He flipped it open and tapped at the keyboard before turning it around.

      “I have live footage for you.” Quai pointed at the screen. The video showed a woman reporting on the very crime that he and Abby had staged earlier that morning. Kang took note of two things right away: the time stamp on the video—a little after eight in the morning—and the fact that the laptop had a Wi-Fi connection. The room they were in either wasn’t far from ground level or they were on ground level. Hundreds of tourists could be walking around just outside that door. That gave Kang hope.

      “They found a head,” Quai continued, “the head you left this morning. You remember doing that?”

      Kang looked at Monte. He had followed his orders and kept his mouth shut. He also did one better and avoided eye contact by keeping his head down.

      “What is it you want?” Kang asked.

      “Why did you put a head in a delivery container and leave it in our beautiful park—a park that men, women and children enjoy on a daily basis? Why would you do that? What prompted you? Did you want to scare people? I think you would have scared the children but not the men and women. That head wasn’t very good. Next time, find yourself a better looking head.”

      His laughing triggered more chuckles from the other two men. It also triggered a response from Monte.

      “What do you mean find a better looking head? That head is extremely lifelike.”

      “Monte!” Kang barked.

      Quai turned his attention to Monte. “I thought you were sleeping, but now, I realize you were too afraid to look at me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I do know what I’m talking about. And that head is a piece of shit.”

      Monte shook his head and looked away but not before muttering an audible “Fuck you.”

      Kang couldn’t believe his ears.

      Quai’s eyebrows dipped before he reached behind his back and removed a pair of sais, spinning them around in each hand. The light from the bulb above flashed off the polished metal. Kang hadn’t noticed the weapon on Quai when he had first entered the room, but he quickly saw that the tips were sharpened into deadly points. Before he could utter a word to calm Quai, he brought both arms down, driving the steel shafts into the back of Monte’s hands.

      No!

      Monte threw his head back and let go a long, screeching cry before peeking back at his now pinned hands. Blood seeped from his wounds and dripped from the arms of the chair. His eyes grew wide. His jaw fell open, allowing a strand of saliva to stretch from his mouth.

      He let out another cry. The brick wall multiplied its volume. Kang thought the worst had passed until Quai turned to one of his men, removed the larger sword from its sheath and spun around, all in one fell swoop.

      Suddenly, Monte went quiet. His legs shot straight out, remaining rigid. Everything moved so quickly; Kang felt one step behind the action. Quai raised the sword and placed it against the side of Monte’s head.

      Monte’s legs relaxed and dropped back to the ground. Kang suddenly knew why he was so calm. Tiny, red streams began to pour down the side of his neck. Quai then tapped Monte’s head with the blade, and Kang watched it fall from its perch and hit the floor with a thud—a clean cut.
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      Back in the square, the command center for the fake crime scene had quickly been repurposed for a real crime. House and Reilly gathered around a small map of Chinatown.

      “What makes you so sure they’re still in Chinatown?” Reilly asked.

      “The game is played in the city, and a lot of it ties back to Chinatown. I can’t say for sure, but if we have to go on a hunch, that’s a pretty good one. Clearly, their cover was blown. How? When? Most likely back at Treasure Island. Plus, all the crimes took place in the city, with the exception of the Taylor girl found on Mount Tamalpais.”

      “Okay, I’m biting, but let me ask you one thing: why didn’t they make a move on our decoys at Treasure Island? Why wait?”

      “I think what happened speaks as your answer. Even we didn’t know they were missing since three thirty this morning. Whoever is behind this is smart and calculating. They bided their time, and it paid off.”

      “Still, it makes no sense to abduct an FBI agent, a detective with the SFPD, a civilian and hold them as potential hostages. What did they have to gain? They could have disabled the app, rendering it useless instead,” Reilly pointed out.

      “That’s what worries me,” House said. She rested her hands on her hips. “That seems like the best solution, but we’re not necessarily dealing with sound individuals here. The app was the only live connection we had to whomever was behind it. There’s more to it and we’re not seeing it.”

      “You think they’re…”

      “What, dead?” House shrugged and picked at her fingernails—a nervous habit. “Well, I can’t see them wanting any sort of exchange out of it. My best guess is that they wanted to find out what Abby and Kyle knew about the app.”

      House squinted in the sun that had started to poke through the clouds. She and Reilly both knew what that meant. Either they would be performing a rescue operation or a recovery. And they were running out of time for a rescue.

      House’s phone rang.

      “House here. I see… Yes... And the effects?... Was that all? ...Okay.”

      Reilly eyed House, looking for an answer.

      “That was the lab. They found traces of xylazine on the dart. It’s a horse tranquillizer, but drug addicts use it to get high. It turns people into walking zombies, barely mobile and semi-conscious. A large dose can kill a person.”

      “How long does it last?”

      “Two to three hours, maybe longer. Depends on the dosage.”

      “That bought us some time. They can’t question them in that state.”

      “Since they were able to stage the crime scene, they were probably apprehended shortly after. Maybe at four?”

      Reilly nodded. “Sounds about right. They could have been in a position to talk by seven this morning.” He looked down at this watch. “It’s eight thirty. They might still be alive.”

      “Sir, I think we’re better off concentrating all our efforts within the Chinatown area. It’s our best chance.”

      Reilly took a moment to think over House’s suggestion. “Okay. Redirect every man we have available and the SFPD to Chinatown, but leave Highway Patrol at the road blocks.”

      “Got it,” she said before taking off.

      Reilly let out a soft breath. Man, I hope you’re right.
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      Quai and his men left shortly after decapitating Monte. The stale air in the room quickly acquired a metallic overture. A pool of blood surrounded his chair, some of it inching its way closer to Kang’s left foot.

      By then, Abby could talk, though sometimes incoherently. She didn’t look to have complete control of her body, and fell in and out of her catatonic state, but at least she was experiencing periods of normalcy. However, she did seem to be aware of their situation, as Kang had done his best to explain to her what had happened.

      With Quai gone, he made gains on loosening the knot, ignoring the burn from the rope that rubbed his wrists raw. He was close to freeing his hands.

      Once again, Kang heard shuffling outside the door and a key inside the lock. He knew who to expect. The door swung open, and Quai stood there, alone.

      Dumb move, asshole. Kang was a stone. His body language implied nothing and his facial expression remained flat.

      Quai shook his head as he slowly walked toward Kang. “Your friend here talked too much and met his fate. What do you think will happen to you for not answering me?”

      Kang couldn’t resist. “You and Chinatown are not above the law.”

      The man pointed at his chest in wonderment. “I see you many times in Chinatown. Why you don’t come for me if I am not above the law?”

      He knows me from before? How?

      “You’re wondering how I know you? I know everything that happens here.”

      Keep deflecting the conversation. Buy yourself time, Kang told himself. “I didn’t know you were such a big fan.” Kang flashed a smile, his words pleasant. “When this is all done, I’ll send you an autographed photo.”

      Quai threw his head back and let out a bellowing laugh. When he regained his composure, he pointed at Kang. “You a very funny man. It’s good to have a sense of humor, even in a situation like this.”

      Right then, the door opened, and another man entered, pushing a metal cart that had a number of surgical and carpentry tools on it.

      “I wondered when you would resort to the old cliché of using torture,” Kang mocked. “I mean, don’t all evil men do this, failing to get what they want from their captors through thoughtful discussion? It’s like a bad action movie taking place right before my eyes.”

      Again, the small man allowed himself to succumb to laughter—a staccato shrill this time that started on a high note and ended with a few coughs. The man with the cart joined in, nervous at first, wanting to be sure his boss found the joke funny. He then positioned the cart between Kang and Abby.

      “Ah, your agent friend is coherent.”

      Kang looked to his left and saw Abby staring at the man. She blinked a lot but she looked to have her senses back. Maybe she had shaken off the remaining effects of the drug.

      “We almost killed her up at the park. She’s much smaller than I had anticipated,” he said, shaking his head. He walked over to Abby. “I thought she was the leader, but it turns out you are the one who does the talking.”

      Kang smiled. You don’t know Abby.

      Quai stared into Abby’s eyes. “Anybody home? Hello?” He turned back to Kang. “I think we lost her again.”

      Abby’s eyes were half closed, and Kang’s hopes faded a bit. He feared she might never recover. “Leave her alone.”

      The man smiled at Kang before turning back to Abby. He reached for the top button on her blouse and unbuttoned it. He continued with the second, and then the third. The smile on his face grew as he pushed the material back, revealing a lacy, black bra. He slipped the strap off her shoulder and pushed her bra down, exposing her left breast. He groped it with his hand, pulling and pinching her nipple. “Now why would I want to leave her alone when I am free to play with her?”

      “You bastard!” Kang spat.

      “What? What are you going to do? Nothing. I can fuck her, and all you will do is call me names.” He then yanked the other side of her bra down and fondled both breasts. Her head swayed slightly from side to side. Her eyes were barely open. Moans slipped out from between her lips. He looked back at Kang. “I think she likes it.” Abby let out a louder moan, gaining Quai’s attention once more. He leaned in close, inches from Abby’s face.

      Big mistake.
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      Quick and unexpected always favors the instigator.

      When Quai turned back to face Abby, the Black Mantis got more than a cheap thrill. Abby’s forehead slammed into the bridge of his nose, pulverizing the fragile bone. It was the thump that could be heard clear across the room. Quai pulled his head back and wailed in agony. Kang saw a glimpse of what was left of his nose after Abby’s forehead had destroyed it. Quai grasped at his face. Blood poured from between his fingers. He stumbled backward until his back hit the wall.

      Kang seized the opportunity and yanked his right hand free from the rope. Still in a seated position, he grabbed an ice pick from the metal cart and drove it into the chest of the guard caught looking at Quai—a man without orders. Kang didn’t wait for a reaction and moved to free himself. He planted both feet on the ground and pushed back, straightening his body. The loud crack of wood splintering pierced the quiet room as the chair collapsed below his weight. Kang grabbed the rope, which was still tied around his waist and part of the chair, and shimmied the debris down his legs as he worked to get it to his feet.

      With his man down, Quai shook off the effects of Abby’s head-butt and moved toward Kang. Quai struck with multiple blows aimed at the tall man’s chest. The first fist hit its mark, but Kang was able to deflect the other blows. Still, Quai continued his flurry of strikes to various parts of Kang’s upper torso and head. Free of the rope, Kang looked for an opportunity to retaliate.

      Quai dropped down for a leg sweep, but Kang timed a jump and delivered a kick straight to Quai’s head, sending him onto his back. Quai flipped back to his feet and assumed a defensive stance. Even with his face painted red and his broken nose forcing him to breathe from his mouth, Quai smiled. “You learn Kung Fu at the academy?”

      He then shifted his body weight to his rear leg, leaving his front leg flexed forward with the toe resting lightly on the floor. He brought both hands up to a guard position, and his fists assumed a hook formation. Kang knew this style of Kung Fu—the Northern Praying Mantis: fast and continuous strikes focused on vital parts of the body.

      Watch out for the elbow, Kang told himself. He raised his arms out in front, moving the full weight of his body to his rear leg and leaving his forward leg gently resting on its heel. Kang’s favorite style was Hei Hu Quan or Black Tiger Fist—perhaps the best match for his opponent.

      Kang tightened both fists. A beat later, he attacked, delivering five tiger palms that penetrated Quai’s defense five times.

      On the sixth, Quai hooked outwards with his left hand, deflecting Kang’s last right-handed punch, and created a turning force that opened up Kang’s entire right side to an easy attack. He struck Kang hard in the temple, nearly missing his target: the right eye.

      Kang’s momentum still had his body turning, so he embraced it and followed through, spinning completely around and delivering a reverse kick to the head of his opponent without much effect.

      Kang moved into a bow stance and delivered more tiger palm strikes to stop Quai from advancing. Kang then circled his arms over his head in a wide arc and delivered a double claw attack to the left side of Quai’s rib cage. Quai backed up, but Kang continued his approach and circled over his head again, delivering a claw attack to Quai’s right rib cage on the right side. Both strikes had the force to crack bones—his intention.
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        * * *

      

      I had my father to thank for that move. “Your head can do more damage than your fist, Abby. It’s the unexpected punch,” he would always say. My reminiscing didn’t last long. An epic brawl had erupted in front of me.

      I was surprised to see that Kang was so well trained in martial arts. He battled the bloody mess I had created with a velocity I could barely keep up with: straight punches, forearm blocks, high kicks, it was if I were watching a late-night Kung Fu movie. I lost track of who connected and who got blocked until the man with no nose made a sweeping leg attack. Kang had anticipated a high kick and dropped down. He took a foot to the windpipe and immediately fell to one knee, making a throaty noise.

      I struggled to free myself, but the bindings that held my hands were too tight. I was helpless as I watched his opponent move in for the kill.

      Kang took a knee to his face that snapped his head back, followed by an arc of red and then his body.

      Our captor stopped his advancement and laughed. “Your Kung Fu does not match your ego.”

      I had to do something. This guy was about to finish off my partner and my only hope of getting out of there alive. So I did the one thing I knew would get that man to focus on me; I opened my mouth.

      “Hey, Shrimp Boy. Why don’t you pick on someone closer to your size?” Like me.
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      Fresh blood leaked from the man’s nose, but it seemingly had no effect on him. I could see the muscles along his jaw line ripple with rage as his eyes settled on me. Calling him out was about as far as I had thought my plan through. Now what? I was out of ideas and out of time.

      “Kyle,” I yelled, as I struggled in my seated position, “now would be a good time to recover.”

      He moved toward me, forceful breaths spraying red from his mouth. His eyes were bloodshot. His body movement was stiff and ready to explode on me.

      Then, like a rail-thin beacon of hope, Kang rose up behind him, blood smeared across his face. He reached around my attacker’s neck with his left arm. There were strands of rope still knotted around Kang’s wrist. He grabbed the other end of the rope with his right hand and yanked back, lifting the man off the ground. He dangled a good foot or so above the floor as Kang leaned farther back, pulling on the rope and driving it deeper into our attacker’s neck. His legs flailed around, and his hands pulled on the rope as he choked. But I saw that the dying man had one last move—his only move. I yelled out to Kang, “Watch out for his head!”

      Kang moved his head to the side in time to avoid a backward head-butt.

      The man continued to struggle, and the rope cut deeper, allowing no air to enter, no sound to escape. The taut stretching of his pants from his air kicks was all I could hear. And then he stopped moving. Kang held his grip a few seconds longer before letting him drop to the ground with a soft thump.

      Kang then bent at the waist and rested his palms on his knees. He greedily sucked in air like an intake valve before he slowly looked up at me. His mouth hung open, and blood coated the inside of his lips and tongue.

      “This looks familiar,” I said.

      Kang stood up and untied me from the chair. That’s when I noticed the headless man still strapped into his chair. “Don’t tell me that’s Monte.”

      Kang nodded before bending down and searching the man he had choked.

      “Who is that?”

      “His name is Quai Chan. He’s the enforcer for Jing Woo, the man that runs Chinatown.” Kang stood up empty-handed.

      “The last thing I remembered was telling Monte to get back in the van.”

      “I think they hit us with tranquillizer darts.” Kang moved Abby’s hair, revealing the dried blood. “They caught you in the neck.”

      I reached up and felt my neck, now aware of a slight throbbing in the area. Kang lifted his shirt and showed me where the dart had struck him. I fixed my bra and quickly buttoned my blouse back up.

      “I have no idea what they used, but be glad it didn’t end up killing us.” He looked at the metal cart and picked up a long dagger. “Grab something. We’ll need help getting out of here.”

      I chose a hammer. “Where the hell are we, anyway?”

      “We’re still in Chinatown. The red brick is the giveaway. We might be underground, in a basement perhaps. I’ve heard rumors of an underground network of tunnels.”

      “Tunnels? Under Chinatown?”

      “Come on,” he motioned. “Let’s move.”

      He put his head against the wooden door and listened. “Sounds quiet.” He cracked the door a few inches and peeked out before opening it all the way. We exited the room and entered a hallway. The walls and floor were cement, and there were bulbs lighting every few feet.

      “Looks like the rumors are true. Which way?” I asked. Both directions looked identical.

      Kang shrugged. “Hell if I know. The grade in this direction seems to angle up.” He pointed. “Maybe this is the way out.”

      We walked ten or fifteen feet, Kang leading the way, before a doorway on the left side of the hall came into view. He placed his ear against the door and listened but heard nothing. He turned the doorknob slowly. It was unlocked. He quietly pushed it open to reveal another small room, except the floor was covered with mattresses, and there were seven or eight girls sleeping in various states of undress. At least they looked asleep. Kang closed the door. “We’ll have to send help for them later.”

      We continued down the dimly lit hall until we came upon another door on the right. Before opening it, Kang took the same precautions as before. This time, it didn’t work. Inside the room were three goons packaging marijuana into small bags. They sprang from their seats and came at us. Kang tried to shut the door, but the pull from the other direction was too great and his hand slipped off the knob. Within seconds, the three men had attacked us in the hall. Kang plunged his knife into the neck of the first guy out of the room and tossed the gurgling man off to the side, ready to defend against the second.

      The third man slipped by and came right at me with his arm cocked, ready to explode. I ducked, causing him to miss, but his momentum sent his body into me, knocking me to the ground. He tripped, landing a few feet away. I flipped over to my knees and stood up quicker than he did. Not necessarily wanting to kill this guy, I spun the tool around and punched the handle into his chest. Oomph! He doubled over. I followed with an elbow to the back of his head and sent him to the ground unconscious. I turned in time to see Kang slam his guy into the wall face first, twice. He stopped moving and fell to the floor.

      I looked at the guy with the knife sticking out of his neck. I still couldn’t believe that Kang was responsible for that and the dead body in the holding room. Killing a man in hand-to-hand combat is about as up close and personal as it gets.

      “Come on; we need to hurry. Surely the noise will have alerted more men,” Kang said as he pulled the knife out of the dead man’s neck. We hurried as fast as we could. I kept waiting for more men to appear, wondering if I would have to use the other half of the hammer. We made a right and a left.

      “There, up ahead.” Kang pointed at a door and we ran toward it. He yanked on the knob but it was locked. “Damn!”

      “Move,” I said. “This knob looks pretty old.”

      I hammered away at it. After the fourth swing, it broke off. I hacked at the area where the latch held the door in its frame. Two strikes and the old wood split apart. Kang backed up and kicked the door off its hinges, revealing a storage room.

      We made our way past shelves of dry food, large cans of soy sauce, plastic containers of seasonings, jugs of cooking oil, and more. Toward the back, we saw a wooden ladder leading up to a pair of metal doors. Kang grabbed the hammer from my hand and struck the doors repeatedly. I thought for sure more goons would show up any minute.

      But then the metal doors creaked, and a beat later, they opened. Staring down at us were three very confused cooks.
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      For the second time in one month, I found myself in the hospital, except this time I was forced to spend the night for observation. The toxicity test confirmed traces of xylazine in our systems. My levels were higher than what they found in Kang and in Monte’s remains.

      “They probably injected the same amount in all of you, but with your weight and size, the drug had a much more aggressive affect on your body,” the doctor had told me earlier. “You’re lucky you didn’t die. That stuff is meant to knock out a horse, not humans.”

      Over to my left, lying in another bed, was Kang. He was out cold but in stable condition. Reilly had ordered that we be put in the same room and an officer be stationed outside for our safety and to keep us from leaving. We both had IVs stuck in our arms to replenish our fluids, the hospital’s way of keeping a leash on us—they didn’t want us bolting prematurely either. I don’t blame them. I wanted out of that sterile room with its fluorescent lighting. I kept the lights off and used the small table lamps instead.

      I watched the subtle rise and fall of Kang’s chest and listened to his gentle breaths. He seemed peaceful in his bed. It was hard to imagine that, hours ago, he had been a raging ball of testosterone, battling enemies to see to my safety. Talk about a partner having your back.

      When I told the paramedic that I didn’t need to go to the hospital, Kang insisted. He told me how I continued to flow in and out of my catatonic state. One second, I would be right behind him, following him down the hall; the next second, he would look back and find me standing still and swaying. I didn’t believe him. I thought he was joking, but he insisted it was true. I had no recollection of it.

      On the way to the hospital, I remember telling him about the room with the half-naked women and the other one with the three men who attacked us. “I took one of them out.”

      “Yes, you did,” he answered in a neutral tone. “But what you’re not remembering is the group of men who came up on us in that hallway and attacked you from behind, knocking you to the ground.”

      My brow narrowed.

      “You don’t remember that, do you?”

      It wasn’t until the doctor confirmed what Kang had said that I bought into his story. “It’s a known side effect with addicts who use xylazine. They tend to go in and out of consciousness even though they’re awake. It probably happened to all three of you but your effects simply lasted longer.”

      I had to wonder what else had happened that I couldn’t remember.

      Once we were alone in our hospital room, I interrogated Kang for all the details. He started by filling me in on what took place from the moment he regained full consciousness until we appeared in the kitchen of a Chinese restaurant. According to Kang, there was one other thing I didn’t recall.

      “I threw myself at you?”

      “See, that’s why I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you would get embarrassed.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I’m not embarrassed, because I know it didn’t happen.”

      “Do you? You heard what the doc said earlier.”

      “You’re messing with me.”

      “Don’t worry. It didn’t bother me. I have that effect on women, especially when I rescue them.”

      I pressed my lips tightly together as my face turned various shades of red. He had officially embarrassed me.

      Kang looked at me from his bed. “It’s okay. I don’t mind being your hero,” he said before laughing and rolling over to his side.

      I didn’t want to encourage him, but I couldn’t keep myself from laughing. As I lay quietly, I started looking at Kang differently. I knew he was still the same jokey guy I had worked with for the last month, but somehow, seeing him through the lens of an action hero changed things for me. Suddenly, he was a strong, take-charge guy who defended me from evil men and ensured my safety. He had become my knight in shining armor. I mean, what kind of gal wouldn’t want a guy like that coming to her rescue? I couldn’t help but feel like I had developed, how would I say this, a mild crush on the guy. Me and Kang? Nah. I tried to repress the feelings, but they lingered.

      As I lay there trying to understand my newfound feelings, the door to our room squeaked open, and in walked Agent House.

      “Hey there, Special Agent.”

      I smiled at my friend, happy that she had come to see me. “What are you talking about?”

      “Rumor has it they’re promoting you.”

      I waved off House’s remark. “I’m not interested. More responsibility means more work. I already have plenty to deal with.”

      House removed a Thermos of hot water from her bag and placed it on the table next to me along with a familiar little tin.

      “You didn’t.”

      “I did,” she said as she poured some hot water into a cup. “Swung by your house, and your Po Po gave me some of your tea. Speaking of, she hasn’t told the kids yet about what really happened. They think you’re at work. Do you know what you’re going to say?”

      The kids were always the toughest part about my job. I thought it would be easier as they grew older. It’s not. Maybe when they’re eighteen I can tell them the whole story. “Hmmm, I’m not sure. The truth I guess.”

      House squeezed my hand gently and smiled before looking over at Kang. “How’s he doing?”

      “Fine. He’s sleeping.”

      “You got lucky with him. I hear he’s some sort of Kung Fu master and that he dropped a guy with one finger.”

      “Boy, the rumor mill is in full churn, huh?”

      “Oh, yeah, and everyone is loving it. Wanna hear more?”

      “No, thanks. I’ve had my fill of drama.”

      A devilish smile grew on House’s face as she leaned toward me, a giggle escaping her lips. “I watched you from outside the window before coming in,” she said. “You were staring at him.”

      “Shhh!” I said, my voice barely audible. “He might be listening.”

      “So it is true; you did call him your hero,” she singsonged.

      “It’s not, and I didn’t.” My cheeks burned, and I could barely make eye contact with her.

      “Why are you so embarrassed?” she continued in a hushed tone. “He’s a good-looking guy.”

      “It’s not like that. Our relationship is completely professional.”

      “Relationships change.”

      “This one doesn’t.”

      “Why not? The case is pretty much over.”

      “Where does it stand?”

      “Good question. Quai Chan and his goons, had they survived, would have faced a long list of charges ranging from murder to kidnapping and assaulting a federal agent.”

      “What about the tunnels?”

      “A search of the tunnels garnered us a few more members from the local Triad gang, and we confiscated a large stash of marijuana and illegal fireworks.”

      “And the girls?”

      “They’re from China—underage and trafficked into the country. We turned them over to ICE’s Victim Assistance Program. Other than that, just bodies left from your rampage.”

      “Mine? Try Hercules’.” I motioned toward Kang with my head.

      “Nonetheless, Forensics has a long day ahead of them.”

      “Kang mentioned a guy named Jing Woo.”

      “Boy, you do need a briefing.” House looked down at her watch before lowering her voice. “In three hours, Reilly plans on hitting Jing. We got a tip that he holds court at a tong over on Waverly Avenue. Reilly’s dropping the hammer, using two full tactical teams. I feel sorry for anybody in the building when they strike.”

      “I feel out of the loop.”

      “You should be. You’re in a hospital. Look, not a lot of people know about the Jing hit, not even SFPD. Reilly didn’t want anything leaked. There is enough incriminating evidence in those tunnels to tie to Jing, app aside. I’m sure there’s more to be found at Jing’s place. It’s about time we cleaned house in Chinatown. SFPD has let that place police itself way too long.”

      House motioned over to Kang with her head. “Isn’t there some festival in Chinatown this weekend?” The playfulness in her voice had returned.

      “I think so.”

      “Ask if he’s going. Tell him you are. You guys can hang out, it won’t feel like a real date, and you can kind of see how it feels without any pressure.”

      I stole a look at Kang before turning back to House with a big grin on my face.

      “See? I knew you liked him,” she said, laughing.

      “That’s a really good idea.”

      “What’s a good idea?” Kang said, interrupting our planning session.
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      I froze, and my heart leaped out of my chest and hid somewhere under the bed. How long had he been listening? I whacked House on the arm, urging her to say something. She shook her head violently. Suddenly, the talkative one had rigor mortis of the mouth.

      He rolled over to face us.

      “You’re up,” I managed with as much normalcy as I could muster. “Uh, I was telling Tracy about that festival in Chinatown.”

      “Oh, yeah, the music festival. I plan on going.”

      “Maybe we can meet up.”

      “Yeah, that would be great—granted, if they let us out of here. Text me when you two get there.”

      “I can’t go,” Tracy blurted sharply. “I already have plans. Sorry, but Abby, you should go. It sounds fun.”

      Man, the acting in this Girl Likes Boy skit is so bad. No way he buys off on it.

      “Okay. Abby, looks like you’re stuck with me.”

      Okay, he did.

      Just as I was about to suggest a time, the devil appeared, and it had a squeaky voice.

      “Kyle!”

      Into our room walked a thin, tall, high-heeled, Gucci-purse-carrying, pearl-necklace-and-jade-bracelet wearing, plum-lipstick-pouting, hand-towel-as-a-skirt-sashaying, fair-skinned, Asian beauty with a stuffed teddy bear holding a “Get Well Soon!” balloon.

      She shuffled in with tiny steps as she shimmied her braless breasts under what had to be the sheerest blouse ever invented in the history of mankind. “I’m so sad to see you here,” she whined as her eyelashes batted hard and long enough to produce sustainable wind energy. “How’s my wovey dovey? Is my waby feewing better?”

      She then made kissing sounds and had the bear kiss Kang all over his face. And damn it if he wasn’t eating the act up. Kang was in La La Land, laughing and giggling with that woman as she snuggled up to him. It wasn’t until House cleared her throat that the two broke apart from their over-the-top, puke-inducing public display of affection.

      Kang lifted his arm, pointing past this woman. “Suzi, this is Agent Tracy House and Agent Abby Kane. Abby is my partner on the Cotton Candy case.”

      Suzi turned to us and flashed a plastic smile that lasted one-point-three seconds before flatlining. She extended her hand. “Hi. I’m Suzi Zhang, Kyle’s girlfriend.”
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      Jing Woo never saw it coming.

      That’s what happens to a man who lives above everyone: he believes he’s untouchable. Even moments before his door was blown open, Jing ruled as if he were an aristocrat with faithful subjects. Not in a million days or nights would he ever have thought the end would come the way it did. But it had.

      The reign of the most powerful man in all of Chinatown had ended. But that’s not all Jing was known for. He was also Chinatown’s biggest private contributor of monetary donations and a highly respected community organizer, at least from a distance. He was responsible for a dozen or so after-school programs for Chinese children, improvements to Portsmouth Square, numerous Chinese cultural expansion events, and an array of beautifying projects all throughout the Chinatown area. He had even helped subsidize the Chinatown Community Development Center, whose primary responsibility was providing affordable housing to Chinese immigrants. For all intents and purposes, Jing Woo was a hero in the community.

      But it was a mask of illusion, because all of this good came at a steep price.

      Fear was how Jing Woo ruled. And his grasp on Chinatown was tight and impenetrable, even by SFPD. He made millions though the trafficking of opium, firearms, women, and even fireworks. He ran the massage parlors as well as the underground Mahjong games. Every business in Chinatown paid tribute, or they had no business being in business.

      For years, Jing saw yearly increases in revenue; there was nothing he couldn’t smuggle in or out of Chinatown. For every dollar he invested into the community, he made one thousand back. It was a no-brainer to be the people’s Robin Hood. Who would want to take down the people’s hero?

      Jing Woo soon found out.
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      As promised, the hospital discharged Kang and me the following day with orders to take the next couple of days off. I was all for it, especially after hearing about the Jing Woo raid. All the key players were dead. We would have preferred to see them have their day in court and spend the rest of their lives in prison, but the dead thing worked for us.

      My family was my only focus when I returned home. I even pulled Ryan and Lucy out of school and awarded them a four-day weekend, which they loved. We had a grand time. We ordered movies on-demand, ate bowls of popcorn, and played multiple rounds of Go Fish.

      A few months earlier, I’d signed Lucy up for dance classes to help her get over her shyness. It worked. She put on four five-minute shows for the family, complete with costume changes. We also helped Po Po with the cooking, which she tried to stop even though we knew she appreciated it. When we picnicked in Washington Square, we borrowed one of the dogs from Fanelli’s Deli, Fino, my favorite, and took her with us. Ryan and I continued our discussions on Bruce Lee and martial arts in general. I brought in two masseuses for the family. It was the only time the house remained quiet.

      And of course, we resumed Dim Sum Sunday. Po Po was able to see her friends again, Ryan got, not one, but two boxes of snappers, and Lucy was pleased with her new stash of Hello Kitty stickers. Everybody was happy, and I was emotionally content.

      With Operation Family Time in progress, I never did make it to the Chinatown festival to meet up with Kang. I was over it. My feelings were the result of what I had originally thought them to be in the hospital—a super hero crush—a common phenomenon associated with people who are rescued by someone of the opposite sex. Plus, at the hospital, it was clear to me how much Kang liked his new toy and the teddy bear she had brought.

      By the time Sunday night arrived, we were all beat. Po Po and the kids had gone to bed early, leaving me alone to enjoy a relaxing soak in a bathtub I don’t use nearly enough. Afterward, I headed up to my office to check my email; I had stayed offline for four days thanks to a missing cell phone I had yet to replace. A quick peek couldn’t hurt.

      I didn’t see anything that couldn’t wait until Monday morning, until I saw the email from Kang that contained photos from the staged crime scene. I hadn’t realized he had emailed them while we were still there.

      Curious, I clicked on the email and was surprised at how well the photos had come out, considering my experience with Kang’s photography at Treasure Island. Seeing the pictures reminded me that we never did upload them to find out what would happen next.

      As usual, my curiosity got the best of me. I still had the Carlsons’ hard drive loaded on my laptop, so I booted it up and clicked on the game. After the familiar intro played out and the headers and map appeared, I clicked on the fifth Attraction, and the paper scroll unraveled, revealing how far we had gotten. The cursor blinked in the empty field titled upload.

      Well, why not? The worst that could happen is nothing, right?

      I selected two pictures and hit the upload button. A few seconds later, the swirling circle disappeared and the phrase, “Upload complete. Thank you,” replaced it.

      Hmmm, interesting.

      From what we had learned so far, each time the Carlsons completed a task, it unlocked the next Attraction. So what happens when all the Attractions are completed?

      A second later, a chime sounded and the word “Congratulations” floated across the screen, followed by a note. “You have successfully completed the chase in San Francisco. Click the plane ticket for your next challenge.”

      I clicked on the animated plane ticket, and it swooshed back and forth across the screen, erasing everything before disappearing. A new map of the world then appeared. This time, there was a new trajectory line connecting San Francisco with Bangkok, Thailand. Also, the five San Francisco Attractions were gone and replaced with five Bangkok Attractions.

      I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. The game was continuing. San Francisco was just another stop. Then my eyes spotted the word, “Leaderboard.” I had never seen it before. I clicked on it and watched the Attraction heading minimize, and in its place, a leaderboard appeared. There were twenty-five teams on the board. A large arrow pointed at the fourth position, Team Carlson.

      Don’t tell me...

      The map had also changed. It no longer only showed the three waypoints representing the Carlsons’ travels. There were a number of arced lines connecting many of the major cities all over the world. And each waypoint was color coordinated to a team on the leaderboard.

      No, this can’t be. Other teams! Global!

      My chest tightened instantly, erasing everything my relaxing bath had given me. A prickling sensation appeared along my arms and spread out across the rest of my body as my mind processed the information in front of me.

      A talk bubble appeared over France. It read, “Team Annihilate has completed the second Paris Attraction.”

      Is it updating in real time? Suddenly another talk bubble appeared over Northern California. That one read, “Team Carlson has completed the chase in San Francisco.”

      Nooooo! I shook my head. I didn’t want to believe, and yet I had no other choice. There was no denying what I had uncovered. Chasing Chinatown wasn’t just a game for the Carlsons; it was a game for multiple killers all around the world. Innocent people were being slaughtered so that some a-hole could be entertained. How many had suffered so far? How many more were to come? I knew right then that our investigation wasn’t over. It was only the beginning.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The heat index that day was ninety-four degrees Fahrenheit. A fluke? Hardly. Every now and then, San Francisco becomes a hot, sticky mess—something Special Agent Scott Reilly would discover in less than forty minutes.

      The assault team consisted of twelve men from the FBI Special Weapons and Tactical Team packed into two modified civilian vans. Reilly and four other agents followed in a black SUV.

      Waverly Place was their destination, a small, alley-like street about fifty yards long, lined mostly with temples and a few shops. Mixed amongst the buildings were a couple of Chinese Benevolent Organizations, or tongs. The Hop Sing Tong was the target.

      The street was bookended by the vans, and two tactical teams approached the building on foot. The area was unusually quiet for that time of day. A blessing? More like a sign. A hushed murmur of Chinese was the only sound heard as the two teams approached the small crowd of residents that had gathered outside the tong.

      Team One was ordered to clear the crowd of looky-loos while Team Two, Reilly’s team, moved into position to breach the front door, only the lead man reported that it had already been forcibly opened.

      By the time Reilly and his men entered the tong, sweat had bubbled on his forehead, and salty streams seeped into the collar of his shirt. The Kevlar vest he had on didn’t help matters, but what really hit him hard, enough to stop him in his tracks, was the thick, metallic scent in the air.

      Reilly had found the red sticky to go with the red hot.

      Two feet into the tong lay a headless man. Reilly sidestepped the crimson pool that had poured from the severed neck. The edges had already coagulated into a gel dam, preventing further spreading. He thought of searching the man for identification but changed his mind. He’d have to step into the sticky to get close enough. He stood and shook his head at the splatter that had sprayed the whitewashed walls. What the hell happened here?

      The tactical team on the upper floors shouted Clear! faster than expected. That told him one thing—no resistance. More bodies, I imagine.

      He was right.

      What he had originally thought was the buzzing of an electrical current turned out to be an assault by another group of misfits associated with death: flies. Reilly let out a breath and turned to the bottom of the bloodstained stairs. Lead the way, my buzzing friends.

      After passing the second decapitated man, he gave up trying to avoid the blood. It’s like walking in mud; eventually, you say, “Screw it,” and give in, because what’s the point? The entire shoe would need cleaning.

      Reilly had seen a lot during his twenty years with the Bureau. Death didn’t bother him, but headless humans did. He had counted nine so far—more than enough to make him shiver under his weighted vest.

      He never understood the thought process behind choosing decapitation over the simplicity of a gun. A firearm provided distance. Decapitation was close and personal. All he could conclude was that a person who reveled in this manner of dispatching people put absolutely no value on life. How could they? It’s traumatic to see the aftermath, let alone watch it take place. Reilly couldn’t imagine being the executioner.

      He continued up the stairs as he heard the assault team’s stomping boots make their way toward him. The top floor had been cleared.

      “No threats,” said the team leader as he came into view. “Our job here is done. I’ll leave six men outside the building until SFPD can set up a contained perimeter.”

      Reilly nodded.

      The team leader took another step but stopped and grabbed Reilly by the arm. “It’s bad in there.” He motioned to what remained of a shattered door barely hanging by its hinges.

      Reilly’s intelligence indicated that the top floor was where Jing Woo held court. From the look on the team leader’s face, Reilly had a pretty good idea that questioning the elusive leader would be a no-go. He stepped through the doorway, careful not to spear his arm on a splinter.

      The room was still lit, by his count, with fifteen candles of varying heights. He didn’t see the body right away, his eyes needing a moment to adjust to the lower light levels. But once they did, it was unavoidable.

      Lying on top of a small teak table, in the middle of the room was Jing. His head, both arms, and both legs from the knees down hung off the edges. The flaps of his robe lay open, revealing his grisly death. He had been opened from sternum to pubic bone.

      Reilly took a step forward, unsure whether the shadows from the candle lighting were deceiving his eyes. They weren’t. Jing had been gutted. Only an empty cavity remained. Careful of where he stepped, Reilly moved around to the other side of the table where he discovered Jing’s innards, completely intact and left to rot.

      Later, when medical examiner Timothy Green weighed in, he said, “He was alive when his organs were removed. While the procedure was speedy and precise, I believe he felt every bit of it.” Green also reported high levels of amphetamines in Jing’s body. “Most likely used to keep him from passing out during the procedure.”

      It was obvious to Reilly that someone else had wanted Jing more than he had. Was it to punish Jing for the disorder that had taken place on his watch? Had they wanted to silence him? Who knew? This was a first for law enforcement in San Francisco. Never had the walls of Chinatown been breached. The department had moved into uncharted waters, and no one knew what to expect from the vacuum created by Jing’s death. All they could do was hope for the best.
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      My head felt clear, and my thigh was near full recovery. What more did I need—a doctor’s note? Apparently. I couldn’t get a word in without my supervisor, Special Agent Reilly, cutting me off. Technically, I was still on paid medical leave. It had been two weeks since the raid on the Hop Sing Tong and things had quieted down. So I thought.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Abby.”

      “But—”

      “I told you to take the entire week off—not a few days.”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “I can’t believe you actually came in.”

      “It’s important.”

      “And by the way, what’s this I hear about you not wanting the promotion? Who turns down a promotion?”

      I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in my chair. My mouth had officially gone on strike. If he wanted an answer, he would first have to hear me out.

      We sat in silence. Daggers flew forth from our eyes… well, from mine. Neither side was willing to give in. Character weakness was not an attribute agents coveted. In the end, Reilly folded. I sure as hell wasn’t going to.

      “Fine, what’s so important that you had to come to the office to tell me?”

      I removed my laptop from my shoulder bag and placed it on his desk. “It’s not over.”

      I was fresh off the Cotton Candy Killer case, a husband and wife’s tour of San Francisco that involved killing people and creating crime scenes utilizing their body parts in a scenario that tied back to something famous about the city.

      I had teamed up with Kyle Kang, a detective with the San Francisco Police department, to work the case. We’d eventually caught up with the killers, and their reign of terror had come to an abrupt end. Both of their bodies were at the morgue.

      But while wrapping up the investigation, I realized there was more to the case than we had previously thought.

      The Carlsons’ laptop was full of pictures and videos of them committing the grisly murders. It also contained the online game “Chasing Chinatown” that had motivated their kills.

      As they uploaded proof of their deeds, the Carlsons advanced in the game. It was clear someone else was involved, so after their death, Kang and I had assumed their identities and continued playing the game, even staging and photographing a fake murder scene in the hopes of uncovering the people behind it.

      “What’s not over?” Reilly scrunched an eye.

      “The Carlson case. Chasing Chinatown is still in play.”

      “I don’t understand. The Carlsons were the killers, and they’re laying stiff on a table. Plus, we raided the Tong and Jing Woo, the man behind the game was⁠—”

      “Hold that thought. Hear me out. As you know, I uploaded the contents of the Carlson’s laptop to my own hard drive to help with our investigation,” I said as I clicked on the game application. “Detective Kang and I never did submit the photos from our staged crime, so I did it last night out of curiosity. The game congratulated me on completing the chase in San Francisco and gave me five more objectives to complete.”

      “Where?” Reilly asked.

      I turned the laptop toward him. “Bangkok.”

      “Thailand? This game takes them around the world so they can kill people?”

      “Pretty much. But that’s not all. I also found this.” I pulled up the leaderboard I had discovered. “They’re not the only ones playing.”

      Reilly leaned in. “Are these all teams, like the Carlsons?”

      “Yeah, there are twenty. Well, nineteen now. From what I can gather, they’re running around the world and targeting innocent people based on the objectives the game gives them.”

      Reilly remained quiet. His eyes focused on the screen, and his mouth opened slightly. He hadn’t been expecting that.

      “It’s live, too, you know,” I said, breaking the silence.

      His eyes met mine. “How do you know?”

      “The map of the world shows where everyone is and their path of travel. Whenever a team completes an objective, or what the game calls an Attraction, it broadcasts it. Shortly after I submitted the photos of our crime to complete the last Attraction in San Francisco, a pop-up bubble appeared on the map stating that the Carlsons had completed the Chase in San Francisco.”

      Reilly leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “This is beyond the Bureau, Abby. We’re talking international, with nineteen killers⁠—”

      “Teams. There could be one, two, or more people in a team. We don’t know.”

      “They’re moving from city to city, from country to country. This is a logistical nightmare. The number of law enforcement agencies in each country—and let’s not forget about Interpol—that would need to be briefed… Wait. Scratch that. First, they would need to be convinced that this game is real. Just coordinating all of that is a feat in itself.”

      “That’s not all.”

      Reilly shifted in his seat. “Don’t tell me you found something else.”

      “I don’t think they’ll be able to utilize the game to help them. We have access to the Carlsons’ account and that’s it. We can share the information we have about the game and brief them on how to recognize a crime scene that might be connected to Chasing Chinatown, but other than that, they’ll have a harder time stopping the murders than we did.”

      Reilly shook his head before letting out what sounded like a defeated breath. “Let me run this up the flagpole. I’ll get back to you about the next steps.”

      “Speaking of next steps, I want it on the record that I’m not interested in being your spokesperson for the investigation.”

      “Are you kidding? You know more about this than anybody.”

      “You know just as much as I do. It’s a waste of time for me to travel around briefing people.”

      “And what do you propose you’ll do instead?”

      “That I continue playing the game. In Bangkok.”
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      I left Reilly alone in his office to simmer with a double dose of the Monday blues. The logistics of notifying and briefing law enforcement agencies across the world wasn’t something I wanted to be involved with. As much as the FBI had a responsibility to notify those countries, it wasn’t our job to police and capture the killers. No matter what decision came down the pipeline, I had one goal in mind: to track the mastermind behind the game. I told Reilly that our focus should be nabbing the person responsible for the game and that I was the person best suited for that job.

      I still hadn’t had a chance to tell my unofficial partner, Detective Kyle Kang, about my latest revelation. I knew it would ruin his day as it had Reilly’s, but last time I’d checked, I wasn’t the Easter Bunny.

      I tried his cell for the third time and again got voicemail. Why aren’t you picking up? With a big sigh, I called the precinct and was transferred to his actual partner, Detective Pete Sokolov.

      “Agent Kane. How can I help you?” Sokolov’s Russian accent tended to fluctuate depending on his mood. Stress made it thicker and, to some degree, broke his English more than usual.

      “I’m trying to track down your partner. Have you seen him?”

      “Last time I see him was in hospital. You call his cell phone?”

      “Yes, I’ve left two messages but haven’t heard back.”

      I could hear Sokolov frowning through the phone. “Hmm, not sound like him. I will check his apartment.”

      “You know what, I’m heading in that direction. I’ll stop by, but thanks for the offer.”

      “You tell me if you find him, okay?”

      I told Sokolov I would. While my casework didn’t rely on Kang’s involvement, I wanted to continue working the case with him. He knew all the minute details about the game, the killers and the crime scenes. Plus, two heads were better than one. Once word got out about serial killers playing a global game á la the Amazing Race, there would be a lot of department heads around the world trying to coordinate their response. Translation: clusterfuck.

      If I could steer Kang and me away from that, we could focus on the head of the snake: the game developer.

      Kang lived in Russian Hill, a neighborhood famous for its crooked Lombard Street. I lived five minutes away in North Beach. Our proximity to each other helped with our partnership.

      I parked, walked up the steps to his Victorian duplex and knocked. As I waited, I watched people walk their dogs, pick up coffee at the nearby convenience store, and catch the number 10 bus at the corner. He lived on a lively street; people were always out and about, the complete opposite of my sleepy enclave. I knocked once more, louder and longer, and resumed my people watching. After a moment or two, I took out my phone and dialed his cell once more. Voicemail. Again.

      Dammit, Kyle. Where are you?

      I knocked once more, but this time I threw in the doorbell I had just noticed. No sooner had the chimes quieted than I heard what I could describe only as a cackle coming from inside. The shrill voice grew louder, accompanied by the clacking of heels against a wooden floor. Something about the pitch, something familiar, bothered me. The laughter grew closer. It was only footsteps away from the front door when I heard a voice coo, “Stay put, Big Boy. I got it.” Not in a breathy, sexy way but in a teenage, Japanese anime way.

      Please don’t let it be who I think⁠—

      Before I could finish my thought, the door swung open, and standing before me was the tall, thin, ivory-toned Suzi Zhang.

      Her nauseous giggling stopped the moment she set eyes upon me. Instead of tightening the pink silk robe she was wearing, she put both hands against the doorframe and leaned forward, allowing her robe to flap open in the breeze and display the sparkly matching bra and panties she wore.

      Her hair had been tossed into a bun on top of her head with a few tendrils framing her small, round face. Her makeup was perfect; I couldn’t understand how, since I had a pretty good idea of what I had interrupted. And lastly, she towered over my five-foot-one frame thanks to the pair of black stripper heels she wore. I imagined they were permanently grafted to her feet.

      I was momentarily embarrassed. I had interrupted Kyle during what was obviously a very private, and sadly, gross moment. But that didn’t last long. Who answers the door dressed in lingerie, heels, and a flimsy silk robe? Oh, I know, a tramp.

      Her smile turned into a smirk, and one of her eyebrows rose. “Oh, it’s you.”

      I didn’t want to let on that I found any of this surprising. I knew she wanted a reaction. “Is Detective Kang available?” I kept my tone neutral.

      She used one of her manicured nails to scratch the corner of her mouth before flashing another plastic smile. “Kyle, your employee is here,” she called out before turning and walking away.

      Remain calm. She’s just a bimbo.

      A few seconds later, a robed Kang appeared. His cheeks were flushed red, and he did his best to avoid eye contact. He swallowed before speaking. “Abby, uh… hi. What are you doing here?”

      “I should ask you the same thing. Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “Oh, I…uh, I took the day off.”

      “Mmm-hmmm.”

      “What do you mean, ‘Mmm-hmmm’?”

      “Look, I’m sorry I broke up your recovery efforts, but I have something important to discuss with you. It would be better if we didn’t talk here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A disheveled Kang met me at the La Boulange Bakery on Columbus Avenue thirty minutes later. No sooner had he sat down than his mouth spilled forth a series of apologies for not returning my calls, as well as for the awkward visit at his home.

      I held up my hand. “I’m beyond that. Can you get past it?”

      Kang nodded. “So what’s this important information that you have to share?”

      I removed my laptop from my shoulder bag and placed it on the table.

      “Don’t tell me⁠—”

      “I won’t. I’ll just show you.”
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      I refrained from saying any more than needed to walk Kang through my latest discovery in the Chasing Chinatown game.

      He sat quietly across the table from me with his face resting in the palm of his hand. After a moment of reckoning, he lifted his head. His eyes were glassy. He let out a breath of air before a hint of a smile appeared on his face. “What are you thinking?”

      That’s the Kyle Kang I know.

      “My supervisor is figuring out the best way to brief law enforcement in all those cities. I’ll tell you now, I have no interest in becoming the poster child for the case and heading out on tour to help.”

      “That would suck.”

      “Our time would be better used in locating the guy behind the game. There’ll be plenty of egomaniacs vying to be the one who locates and captures the killer in their city—a competition between the various agencies.”

      “Very much. I can see Rome bragging that they got their guy first or some crap like that.” Kang drained the last of his coffee.

      “The truth of the matter is, the only way to dismantle the game is to take down the person behind it. There are plenty of nut jobs out there willing to sign up and play.”

      “You want to keep playing the game?” Kang questioned.

      “So long as we have access to the Carlson’s account, we have to keep trying. It’s the only way forward for us.”

      “One problem though:” Kang said, “Cavanaugh.”

      Captain Richard Cavanaugh was Kang’s supervisor, and he hated that I had roped his detective further into a case that should have been closed. To lessen the politics and help Kang out, I’d had the bureau officially take over SFPD’s part of the investigation to keep Cavanaugh from messing with it. The FBI had informed the rotund captain that I needed Detective Kang to help us indefinitely. Cavanaugh didn’t have the balls or the political clout to fight us on it.

      “The case is ongoing, and you’re still helping the bureau. There’s nothing he can do to stop you.”

      “Okay, problem solved, but I still don’t understand how playing the game is an advantage for us. The San Francisco part of the game is finished. The next step is Bangkok. Wait. Tell me that’s not what you’re thinking.”

      I grinned at Kang. “Clear your schedule.”
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      Creep. Creep. I am the Creeper. Who will get lucky tonight?

      The lone figure weaved his way through the mix of anxious men entering the small soi, a side street just off Sukhumvit Road, the main artery that ran through the middle of Bangkok. Even with the colorful neon lights casting a bright wash of dancing spotlights across the sidewalk and nearby buildings, he was almost invisible. Careful to move neither too fast nor too slowly, he avoided overtaking and made sure not to sidestep. To the crowd of tourists that surrounded him, he was never there.

      He continued along the lively side street, his gait vanilla and his mind focused on finding a pretty prize for the night. He’d had many in the last few days, though none could give him the satisfaction he wanted and needed. He was on the verge of giving up on this location and trying another.

      Which one of you pretties? Who will it be? The Creeper is here. Creep. Creep.

      He passed one of the many sidewalk bars, eyeing his competition—loudmouth farangs drinking cheap Thai beer and listening to booming dance music. He watched them eagerly partake in the nightly courtship with half-naked women who gyrated for their attention.

      Young and attractive, they would slither across laps, hug hairy arms, poke at doughy bellies, and dole out endless smiles and laughter. In return, the men would lavish these women with riches from the bar: a watered-down lady drink that earned the women a 40/60 split with the establishment. Here on the tiny strip, the farangs were kings and the barstools were their thrones.

      The Creeper only sneered. Pathetic sex tourists with second-rate women were what he considered the bunch to be. He deserved better. He left the sidewalk and headed into Nana Plaza, where the go-go bars were. The dancers were the cream he craved.

      It was nearing ten at night at the plaza. The best dancers were on stage, and almost every seat had a warm body occupying it. But not for long; it was pairing time. One by one, the men took the prettiest women off the shelf and back to their hotels or a nearby short-time hotel, though it wasn’t always up to the man.

      The women, especially the prettier ones, had complete control over who became a customer of theirs. As with any business, the women all sought the best men—those who weren’t problematic and who had money to burn.

      Some of the ladies hedged their bets on the best-looking farangs. Others opted for those whose pockets were stuffed with cash, and still a few held on to a strategy of finding the drunkest—one who would surely pass out the minute they got back to his hotel room. Of course, she would have requested payment up front.

      The Creeper circled the first floor of the plaza, moving in and out of each bar. He was looking for the one, but nothing caught his eye. If he was disappointed, he showed no signs. He inhaled deeply. The city’s humid night air had been soured with the scent of beer and heavy doses of cheap perfume.

      Remaining optimistic, he climbed the stairs to the second floor and a half a dozen more bars offering more opportunities to find what he wanted. But the Creeper wouldn’t need to look any farther than the bar to his left. From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of her—a glimpse, really, but her long, black locks against her creamy white back was enough to draw him into the club.

      He entered, took a seat near the door, and ordered a beer from the server who appeared seconds later. He avoided eye contact and unnecessary conversation and instead focused on his prize.

      Where did you go? You can’t hide from the Creeper.

      He scooted his chair against the wall so that his back was flush. He tucked his chin down and kept his bottle near his lips. He pulled his black baseball cap down farther, obstructing his face. Satisfied, his eyes went to work, shifting from side to side, searching. Halfway through his beer, he spotted her.

      She had exited the dancers’ room in the far corner, opposite where he sat, and was even more beautiful from the front. She wore a white bikini with matching pumps that made her appear to hop with each step. He glanced around the room. He wasn’t the only one who had noticed the unattached beauty. The wolves were circling the lamb. He had to make his move, even if it risked drawing attention to him.

      He set his beer down and walked straight toward her, intercepting her seconds before a drunken farang got to her. He quickly baited her with the promise of lady drinks, and she pounced.

      He brought her back to his table near the door, sitting her down and shielding her from the many eyes that still bore through him to get to her. He ordered five lady drinks, knowing she would not drink more than one, but it sent a message. He wanted her.

      He smiled. She smiled. He told her his name—Johan from Johannesburg. Not true, but it didn’t matter because her reply was, “Ban from Bangkok.”

      “You come here often?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I prefer Soi Cowboy, but I was in the neighborhood.”

      “I work Soi Cowboy, at Shark bar, but I come here to see if better. I try this bar for a couple nights.”

      Lucky you.

      They continued with small talk for another twenty minutes. She had already made a pretty penny off him from the lady drinks, but he made sure she knew more could be made if they closed a deal. “Whatever your price,” he said, testing her willingness.

      Was it enough to convince her? He couldn’t be sure; her eyes were still wandering. She had a choice, unlike the other women who didn’t quite have her looks. He engaged in more conversation and gentle thigh-rubbing. He focused on making her laugh. He told her how beautiful she was and got no response.

      Stupid! She is told that a million times every night.

      His conversation had to be original, clever at best. He had to entertain. There was no guarantee, yet he knew he had to have her. She was the one who could satisfy his desire, and the game.

      Creep with me, Ban. You won’t regret it.
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      Ban woke the next morning, surprised to find that she was still in her date’s bed. She rarely stayed the night, even if they paid for it and expected a second pop in the morning. But she had this time, not because this one was nice or because he was great in bed or because she was feeling lazy. She had stayed the night because a rope tightly secured her wrists and ankles to the bed frame.

      How could I have been so careless? Over and over she replayed the events from the night before, looking for the mistake she was so sure she had never made. Ban had been in the game for close to four years—a seasoned pro. She had learned from others and from her own past mistakes on how to handle these men. She had a strict set of rules that she never wavered from. The most important were followed by almost all of the girls.

      Rule One: Never finish a lady drink. She abided by that rule and never broke it, no matter how many drinks were bought for her, not even the ten that her one and only date of the night had purchased for her. She drank from a glass that she had personally taken from the hostess herself. No chance of it being spiked. She had all her faculties, as usual, never drinking more than a few sips.

      Rule Two: Never, ever settle. Ban always got her asking price. Always.

      Rule Three: Take charge of the situation. Control meant power, and power ensured safety. She always determined what they did and for how long. And last night, she did just that. She remembered everything from start to finish. He lasted for thirty seconds.

      Rule Four: Condom. Condom. Condom.

      Rule Five: Never accept any food or drink. Some devious men were known to drug their dates once behind closed doors. No matter how thirsty, no matter how hungry, a 7/11 was always a short walk away.

      Rule Six: Leave the second they fall asleep. And they always did right after they had spent themselves.

      But this time, things hadn’t happened as planned.

      Ban struggled against the bindings that held her in place. They were tied tightly, and not a chance of slipping free of them existed. Her eyes canvassed the bedroom. The one window had thick curtains covering it, and she assumed it was shut tight.

      She remembered how he had surprised her at the last minute when they had arrived at the old condo building. Ban never went to them unless it was with a regular.

      “I’m sorry, dear. I thought I was clear that I lived in Bangkok and had a condo,” he said as he pressed his hand against the small of her back, ushering her forward.

      Liar! She had no problem entertaining in serviced apartments or some of the new luxury condominiums that had been erected in the last three years, mostly because the men who stayed there were in Thailand on business, and their companies footed the bill. Almost every single one of them had a wife and kids back home. The odds of any of them being a psychopath fell on the minute side.

      Those buildings were also equipped with CCTV cameras in the lobby, elevators and hallways. There were guards posted around the clock, and she actually had to leave her ID at the front desk in some of the buildings. She felt relatively safe in those well-appointed dwellings. But the older condos, well, any person could rent them, and there would be no way of proving that Ban had ever been there—the perfect variables for making someone disappear.

      That aside, what really bothered Ban were the walls of the bedroom. They were lined with gray foam padding. It resembled large egg cartons and appeared to have been crudely stapled to the walls, while she was asleep. She swore it hadn’t been there last night.

      A loud bump at the door caught Ban’s attention, then the sound of something hard scratching against the wood had her focusing. The sound wasn’t fast and repetitive but slow and drawn out. It dragged the length of the door.

      A beat later, the door swung open. There he was, her date. He was nude except for a white thong. Hers. It barely contained him. His scrotum spilled out from both sides of the strained material.

      He smiled as he shut the door behind him. He was knock-kneed, and the top of his wrists rested on his hips, as he puffed out his chest and pranced around the room delivering a bad Mick Jagger impersonation.

      “Hello, my pretty. Did you sleep well?” he asked.

      Ban’s thoughts were focused on how to escape, but first she had to regain control of the situation. “My arms hurt,” she cooed. “Can you release me? I want to play with you again.”

      She was well aware of how vulnerable she was—nude and tied up. She tried her best to produce a sexy pose, but given her lack of mobility, struggled. She pouted and blinked her eyes, but it appeared to have no effect on the man who had grown content with watching himself in the mirror that sat on top of the dresser.

      “Baby,” she called out.

      He ignored her, walked over to a small table tucked away in the corner of the room and switched on a portable stereo. Suddenly the room filled with music, rock music, the type that most associate with noise. It was loud but not loud enough to annoy a neighbor. Ban felt her heart beat faster. She worried. What if this weren’t a game? What if she could not sweet-talk her way out of the situation? What if she had made a terrible mistake by saying yes when she should have said no?

      She watched as he emptied the contents of a brown paper bag he had brought into the room with him: a plate and some sort of square metal instrument. She realized it was a multi-grater when he waved it at her.

      “Untie me baby. Let me take care of you,” she tried once more.

      He moved toward her, smiling but refraining from answering. He sat on the edge of the bed, near her legs. He put the plate down next to her and then pointed at the gray foam on the walls. “No one will hear.”

      Hear what?

      She watched him lay his hand against her shin and grip it gently. Her skin tightened immediately as she tried to jerk her leg away.

      “Shhhhhh, don’t be scared.”

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply as he guided his hand higher. The rough, dry skin of his palm scratched at her. When he reached the inside of her upper thigh, he used his index finger to trace tiny circles. His touch sent chills through her body—chills that were more likely to induce vomiting than sexual pleasure.

      She wanted to pull away, to shake his violating paw off her, but instead, she held still. She wondered, if only for a second, if this was another sexual quirk of his. Would he get off soon? She continued to feign interest in hopes of satisfying him quickly and securing her own release.

      She forced another smile only to watch his disappear. He grasped a handful of her soft flesh, kneading it slowly between his fingers. She let out a moan and thrust her hips gently, all while screaming for help inside. She did her best to remain calm for fear that he would hear her rapid heartbeats. She oozed sexuality but struggled to hold back the tears. Ban prayed for control. She prayed for the strength to get through this. She told herself over and over, Make him happy. Get him off. Leave.

      But Ban could no longer contain herself. A tear broke free and ran down the side of her cheek. Her bottom lip started quivering uncontrollably. The knocking of her heart thumped louder. Surely he could hear it over the music.

      Hold it together, Ban. She couldn’t. He was no ordinary customer. He had gained control.

      He released her thigh and picked up the grater. She watched as he placed it on top of her right thigh.

      “Nooo,” she mouthed, moving her head back and forth for clarity.

      The teeth of the appliance gripped her skin and tugged on it a bit.

      “Please. I beg.” Ban pleaded once more, only to have her words go unnoticed.

      “I like green papaya salad. som tum, isn’t that what it’s called here?” He slid his tongue across the bottom of his lip before sucking it back into his mouth. “This might hurt,” he whispered before closing his eyes and drawing a big breath.
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      Reilly had heard back from the higher-ups and, surprisingly, they didn’t want to expend too much manpower for the briefing. He was told that the Bureau’s time would be better served focusing on the problems of our own country. There was plenty of crime fighting to be done in the good old U.S. of A.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means we keep the brief simple. We send everyone the information we have and grant them an hour-long web conference to answer any questions. They’re on their own after that.”

      “What about the mastermind of the game?”

      “As far as my superiors are concerned, he’s not a concern. They think everyone should focus on nabbing the players. The mastermind, in their heads, is an unknown. They said the evidence you’ve uncovered, while promising, wasn’t enough to convince them that one exists.”

      “Promising? What the hell does that mean? Look, if this guy found twenty psychopaths to play his game, surely he can find twenty more. Taking out the players doesn’t solve the problem.”

      “Abby…”

      “I’m supposed to just drop it. File it away like it’s not important.”

      “Abby!” Reilly raised his voice. “I didn’t say that and I agree with you.”

      “Huh?”

      “I went to bat for you.” A smile stretched across Reilly’s face. “I know you want to continue playing the game, and the only way to do that is to go to Bangkok. They were against it. They didn’t want some rogue agent causing havoc in another country, but I convinced them we could trust you.”

      I swallowed. “Of course you can.”

      “I’m going out on a limb here. Don’t make me look bad.”

      “I won’t so long as there are no idiotic provisions attached to this.”

      “You need Bangkok’s okay on it. As soon as you pull the materials together, I’ll get them briefed and broach the subject of you working alongside their personnel.”

      “You know me. I can’t be handcuffed, and I’m not running every move I make by someone over there. I can’t work that way.”

      “I know, but let’s just see if they’re open to the idea first.”

      “Will there be any other agencies involved? CIA?”

      “Not yet. We have one of our own embedded in the American embassy. He’ll be your liaison.”

      “You mean the guy who’s supposed to keep an eye on me.”

      “If you want to call it that, yes.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Then don’t make a lot of noise while you’re there.”

      I spent the rest of the day and most of the following putting together a presentation deck with all the information we had collected, along with a few helpful tips for catching the killers. Our hope was that the respective law enforcement would catch the game’s participants in their city before they completed their Attractions and moved on.
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      Songwut Soppipat, known since birth as Artie, weaved his way through the crowded sidewalk along Sukhumvit Road. With a bevy of food carts and merchants occupying the majority of the concrete path, foot traffic had been relegated to a narrow middle lane where Thais bumped shoulders and shuffled along, avoiding the occasional motorbike and stray dog. The sidewalks of Thailand were storefronts for the many entrepreneurs who rolled their portable businesses on and off the highly sought-after real estate on a daily basis. Only tourists found the lack of walking space annoying.

      Artie had developed a daily routine that he worked hard to maintain, even in a job as unpredictable as his: a detective for the Royal Thai Police where he had worked for almost eleven years and showed no signs of slowing down.

      He was assigned to the Thong Lo station that oversaw the Watthana district. That meant the station was responsible for policing the popular Sukhumvit strip of road that included the famous Nana Plaza and Soi Cowboy attractions, as well as numerous massage parlors. Artie rarely bothered with the petty crime and disorder that took place in those areas, preferring to focus on homicides.

      He was light on his feet and looking forward to celebrating a case that he had closed that morning. A woman’s body had been discovered inside a large suitcase floating in one of the many canals that snaked its way through the city. It was a case of a jealous boyfriend who had taken an argument too far.

      His destination was a tiny street-side food cart near the entrance of soi thirty-eight. Artie had been eating at the makeshift restaurant almost daily for the last three or four years. As far as he was concerned, the owner, Pik, made the best food on the block.

      “Sawadee ka,” the elderly woman called out as she saw Artie’s familiar face appear in the distance. She maneuvered her stout frame around the food cart that also doubled as her kitchen to quickly clear one of the four tables of its dirty dishes. She motioned for Artie to take a seat on a semi-sturdy plastic stool whose legs had been worn down at least an inch and which had never met a wet cloth, much less disinfectant.

      “Sawadee kup,” he replied with a smile that seemed to stretch for days.

      “The usual?” Pik asked before returning to her spot behind the cart.

      Artie nodded and reached for an unopened bottle of water that sat on the table. A few seconds later, one of Pik’s helpers placed a metal cup filled with ice next to him. Artie poured the water into the cup and gulped it down faster than it could cool.

      Midway through his two favorite dishes—som tum and grilled pork—Artie got the call, the one that would ruin his mood and his lunch.
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      “Human som tum,” the woman in the lab coat said without emotion.

      Artie thought he must have heard her wrong. “Tip, are you saying someone made som tum out of human flesh?”

      “Not my choice of ingredient, but yes,” Dr. Tippawan Pradchaphet said, pressing more modeling clay into the partial human skull she was rebuilding at the black table against the wall. The platinum bangles on her left wrist jingled softly as she smoothed the transition from bone to clay. Reconstruction was one of her specialties.

      Artie and Tip had history. They had dated briefly before realizing they were better off as friends. She was a forensic scientist and worked for the Ministry of Justice. Despite her departments chronic underfunding and the obvious age of her equipment, she was deadly accurate in her findings.

      Between her skill and her unconventional appearance, she was a favorite with the media and the public. No other medical examiner in Thailand dressed in haute couture under their white lab coats or sported smoky-eye makeup.

      Artie looked again at the bloody contents in the see-through bag that Tip had placed in a metal bowl on the lab table. Her familiar perfume teased his nose—she must have given herself a fresh spray before he arrived—but he tried to ignore the scent and maintain a professional front. She had a habit of trying to tempt him back into her arms, even though she was fully aware that as a couple, they were terrible. But it was a game she enjoyed playing with him.

      She pointed at the sealed bag with her Swarovski-studded fingernail. “Take a closer look.”

      Artie picked up a metal tweezers and poked at the bag. “You sure about this?”

      Tip let out a loud breath of air and tilted her head. Her crinkled brow conveyed all Artie needed to know: She was finished repeating herself. If she said it was human, it was human. But the real question was burning in his mind: Who got turned into som tum?

      “You think there’s a body lying around someplace?” he asked.

      “Hard to tell. A few shavings off a limb wouldn’t kill a person. Maim? Perhaps. Unless there’s more of this special recipe elsewhere, the owner could still be alive.” She looked at Artie flatly and shrugged her shoulders.

      He rested both hands on his hips. “Tip, why is your department involved in something like this? Determining whether the flesh was human or not could have been done by a number of labs across Bangkok. It doesn’t seem like the usual Tip case.” Artie emphasized her name with air quotes.

      “It’s human som tum,” she said, setting the cranium reconstruction aside. “It’ll look good on the resume.”

      “You never let up on the blatant self-promotion do you?”

      “Nope. And you could be a lot further in your career had you learned to toot your own horn a little.” Tip followed her remark with a smile to let Artie know it was the truth, but a constructive truth. She had always been Artie’s biggest supporter and had constantly bugged him—she described it as encouraging—to champion his own achievements, but that wasn’t Artie’s style.

      “So is this officially your case?” she asked before tossing the bag of remains back into a refrigerated storage unit and padlocking it.

      “It is now. The station chief called me personally to ask me to take over the investigation when the officer at the scene saw that it wasn’t green papaya but some sort of raw meat. Is that why it was sent to you, for analysis?”

      “No, it was already identified as human flesh by another lab, but I was brought on to confirm the results.”

      “Ah, the Tip stamp of approval.”

      “You got that right. Any leads yet?”

      “You were my first stop after being briefed. The only other thing that was made clear to me was that the Ministry of Tourism wants to keep the case under the radar. If they had their way, it would be buried. Their biggest nightmare is that someone turned a tourist into som tum. Not exactly a selling point for coming to Thailand.”

      “Typical bullshit.” Tip turned on her heel and headed toward the exit.

      Artie followed. “Anything else you can tell me?”

      She pulled the door open for him. “Not at the moment. I’ll let you know if I discover anything else.” She paused. “Drinks later tonight?”

      Another temptation. Artie politely declined. He had an impossible case to solve, and drinking cocktails with his ex wasn’t exactly the best way to start.
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      Later that evening, Artie paid the crime scene a visit. He was intent on questioning the young lady who had made the grisly discovery. She was the manager of a massage shop located on soi twenty-two, just off Sukhumvit. He hoped she had something helpful to add to what he already knew.

      “I came to work early on Wednesday morning to prepare an offering for Buddha,” she said.

      “And that’s when you saw the dish?”

      “Yes. I saw a plate of food and wondered who’d left it. When I took a closer look, I realized it was raw, shredded meat. At first, I got angry thinking someone had played a joke on me. But then I noticed the blood, and I realized something wasn’t right.”

      “And that’s when you called the police?”

      She nodded. Artie prodded her a bit more, but she had no other information to offer up. He thanked her for her time and exited the shop. He stood on the sidewalk and looked around. Across the street was the Queens Park Plaza, an area made up of fifteen or twenty small bars. It was also home to a number of bar girls plying their wares. He had built a trusting relationship with one girl in particular.

      Lucky had worked at the open-air bar near the entrance of the plaza for the last three years and was considered a veteran amid the constant churn of women trying their luck in the profession. Though most of the women in the plaza had seen better days, Lucky was a bright spot: only thirty years old with a flat stomach and a reasonable command of the English language.

      Artie spied her sitting at the front of the bar, her eyes following the action up and down the soi. She wore a black dress with matching heels.

      Lucky noticed Artie right about the same time. She knew what a visit by the detective meant. She moved nonchalantly away from her bar stool to the edge of the bar, away from prying ears.

      “Hi, Lucky. How’s business?”

      “Quiet now. Low season. I think next month it will pick up. Why? You want to go short time with me?” She giggled and playfully poked Artie in the chest.

      “I don’t think I could handle you,” he joked back.

      Lucky lowered her voice and relaxed her smile. “Artie, why you visit me? What do you need?”

      “Did you hear about what happened across the street, outside the massage shop?” He motioned with his head while he waited for a response.

      “I hear. What type of person does that?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Did you see anything unusual last night?”

      “Like what? I see many unusual things every night.”

      “Did you see anyone hanging around the Buddha shrine?”

      Lucky looked off to the side as she thought about Artie’s question. “You know, I saw a farang looking at it last night. But what is strange about that? Many farangs like to look and take picture of the little shrines around the city.”

      “Can you tell me what he looked like?”

      “He looked like a farang.” Lucky’s eyebrows dipped. “A white man,” she continued. “Brown hair. Not tall. Normal size. No belly.”

      Artie knew he would need more to even begin to know whom he was looking for. “What was he wearing?”

      Lucky pondered for a moment. “Jeans… a dark shirt. That’s all I remember. I wasn’t paying attention. I had a customer talking to me.”

      Artie wasn’t making much progress. His leads were few. If Lucky couldn’t give him anything substantial, he could see the case turning cold fast. Not an option. “Thanks for your time, my friend.” He slipped her two hundred baht, as he always did after their conversations.

      Just as he turned to leave, she grabbed him by his arm and squeezed. “Wait, I remember something.”

      “What? Tell me.”

      “The man had a handicap.”

      “You mean he was in a wheelchair?”

      “No, he had a limp.”
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      It had been a few days since I had started briefing law enforcement in the cities that appeared on the Chasing Chinatown leaderboard. I had just wrapped up a teleconference call with Interpol and the Italian State Police in Milan. The ISP had been able to connect two murders that had taken place in the last three weeks with the game. Both of the victims were children—already disturbing—but when they described the crime scene, it got worse.

      A small boy had been discovered in a storefront window of an empty retail space. He had been dressed in Versace and had been skewered on a metal rod to prop him up like a mannequin. My stomach had tightened as the inspector rattled off the details. I couldn’t help but think of my own two children. What would I have done had that happened to Lucy or Ryan?

      I thought of the parents and what they must have felt when they heard the news of their son’s death. At first, it made me sick. Then anger set in. I wanted to catch the next flight to Milan and work the case. I wanted to catch the son of a bitch who had done that. I wanted to take a metal rod, shove it up his ass and ask him how he liked it. While I was busy fuming and plotting revenge for the little boy, Reilly stuck his head into the conference room.

      “Got a minute?”

      “Sure,” I said as I shut my laptop and spun around in my chair, my face still tight.

      He took a seat opposite me. “How are the briefings coming along?”

      “Fine. It’s a struggle in the beginning when I mention the game, but once I walk them through our case and the connection to the game, it gets easier.”

      Reilly clasped his hands together. “Abby, I’m having Tracy House finish the briefings. She’s familiar with the details and can take over.”

      “Why?” I demanded, wondering what I had done wrong. House was the agent who had initially started the investigation that led to the capture of the Carlsons. She was also a friend.

      “I just heard back from our agent in Bangkok. You and your detective friend are a go. I want you out there ASAP. Catch the a-hole behind this game, Abby.”
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        * * *

      

      The news about Bangkok, while great, had caught me off guard. My emotions were still in a twist from the Milan briefing. I had been so focused on the death of the Italian boy that I had lost sight of the big picture: To prevent more unnecessary deaths, the mastermind had to be caught and the game shut down. It was time to get my feelings under control and refocus on my mission. Reilly had pulled the trigger on the starting gun, and I exploded out of the blocks.

      I put a call into Kang right away and told him we were a go. I wanted to leave for Bangkok as soon as possible, which meant he needed to get his affairs in order. I had my own responsibilities I needed to square away before leaving. Mainly, I had to tell my family that I would need to head out of town for a case. That meant my mother-in-law, Po Po, would be taking on the head-of-the-household duties. I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.

      Lucy, my youngest at age six, always took my absence the hardest. “Why, Mommy?” she asked over dinner later that day. I always tried to break bad news to the family while we were eating. Somehow I thought food lessened the impact, though I wasn’t sure how much it helped.

      “There’s a bad man in Bangkok who is hurting people. Mommy is going there to make him stop.”

      “When are you going to come home?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’ll call you every day, okay?”

      “You come home soon, okay?”

      She got out of her chair and walked over to where I sat. I lifted her onto my lap. “I will, sweetie. I promise.”

      “What did this guy do?” Ryan had grown increasingly interested in my work. Sharing the details was something I struggled with. Withhold information to protect him, or tell him the truth? More and more, I sided with the latter, and not just with him, but with all of them—though I tended to sterilize my feedback when Po Po and Lucy were present.

      “Well, this guy created a game that encourages the players to hurt other people.”

      “Why did he do that?” Ryan had lowered his fork and stopped chewing for a second.

      “Well, he’s a bad guy. They do bad things.”

      “Why Bangkok police don’t catch this guy?” Po Po chimed in.

      “I’ll be working alongside them.”

      Po Po shook her head as she stood to clear the table, starting with her and Lucy’s plate. Ryan and I had taken seconds, as usual.

      “Still not make any sense for you to go.”

      Po Po never shied from letting me know how much she disapproved of my out-of-town work. Her remarks made it perfectly clear. The responsibility of looking after Ryan and Lucy completely fell on her hands—something that ratcheted up my guilt meter to no end. It’s not that she minded, but as she had pointed out in the past, I was their mother. I had signed up for the responsibility when I married my late husband and adopted the kids as my own.

      “Up to you,” Po Po muttered as she headed to the kitchen.

      Recently, she had taken to stating that phrase when she didn’t like something I did or if I disagreed with her. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant by it. Was she saying the trip out of town had been my decision? Was she insinuating that if I somehow went ahead with this trip that I only thought of her as the in-house babysitter? I didn’t. We’d had many discussions over that matter, but my actions always seemed to end up contradicting what I said.

      I’m sure I read into it way more than I needed to. For all I know, she probably didn’t even understand what she had said but liked the way it sounded. I’d like to think her comment was innocent, but I knew my mother-in-law and her passive-aggressive ways better than she liked to admit.

      A few hours later, I had tucked both children into bed and said goodnight to Po Po before retiring to my room. I had just started my nightly bedtime routine of washing and moisturizing my face and brushing my shoulder-length black hair when I heard the opening introduction from the nightly news blare out from the small flat screen in my room. The anchorman made a big deal about welcoming a new anchorwoman to the show. With my head half in the sink, I wasn’t really paying attention to the fanfare until a familiar voice caught my attention.

      My eyes shot up to the mirror. Half of my face remained covered in thick white goo. I switched off the faucet and hurried out of the bathroom so I could see the TV screen, and I kid you not, staring straight at me was the dreaded dragon woman—Suzi Zhang. Her plastic smile, wider than a nose of a hammerhead shark, gave way to her perfectly paid-for row of veneers.

      “Thanks, Jack. Good evening San Francisco. I’m so happy to be back in the Bay Area and able to rejoin my family here at KTVU. Many of you remember me from the morning news before I left for sunny Orlando. Well, I’ve returned, and let me just say, I missed this wonderful city and its people.”

      As she continued to blather about how wonderful everything was, all I could think about was how unfair things were right at that moment. It seemed as though that woman had infiltrated every part of my life. It was bad enough that I had to endure Kang’s constant babbling about how wonderful she was, and of course, have to endure the occasional yet sickening run-in, but now she was part of my favorite news program, the one I fell asleep to most nights, drifting off to the calm and reassuring voice of the handsome and debonair Jack Archer.

      And now that cackling she-devil ruined it. I would need to find another news channel. I couldn’t stomach having to look at her nightly. And that pissed me off. Why doesn’t she go find some other news family?

      She went on and on about her stupid return, as if it had miraculously lifted the entire Bay Area out of a depression caused by her absence. Did Orlando get sick of you and give you the boot?

      As I walked back to the bathroom, I swear her eyes followed me. It was like she knew I was listening and relished the opportunity to taunt me from my television set.
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      Kang and I arrived at Suvarnabhumi International Airport two and a half days later. We deplaned the aircraft a little after midnight and found ourselves in a modern terminal awash with other recent arrivals sporting tired eyes. Apparently, a lot of international fights arrive in Bangkok from 11:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m.

      Reilly had already warned us that there would be no Thai congregation to meet us at the airport. Fine by me; I didn’t need someone to hail us a cab and tell the driver what hotel we were staying at.

      Rather than follow the crowd, Kang, of course, immediately went to a map on a wall to try to determine where we were and where we needed to go to pass through immigration and collect our luggage.

      “Nuh-uh,” I said. “Follow me.” I then got in step with the others from our plane. A hundred-plus travelers can’t all be heading in the wrong direction, right?

      Getting lost wasn’t something I wanted. I hadn’t slept well on the plane, thanks to Kang’s just-loud-enough-to-keep-me-up-but-not-the-others-around-us snoring. All I could think of at the time was falling face first on a clean bed. There’s nothing quite like the perfectly short-lived sensation of cool sheets pressed against naked skin.

      We were booked into the Landmark Plaza Hotel on Sukhumvit Road. The travel agent that handled my department’s travel arrangements had said it was a central area and would make moving about the city easy. I had taken her word for it, but now I was rethinking things as the cab turned onto the main strip and started its slow crawl to our hotel.

      The sidewalks were busy with groups of men and scantily clad women hanging on to them. Neon lights flashed above crowded bars that featured more of the same. Hawkers selling trinkets and food complemented the lively nighttime crowd.

      Kang summed up my thoughts pretty well. “Are we staying in the red-light district?”

      “Apparently.”

      While popular with tourists and business travelers, it turns out the Landmark was also within walking distance of Nana Plaza, what the front desk clerk would later tell us was a “fun and lively entertainment center.”

      After checking in, Kang Googled the place on his mobile. “Go-go bar central with a good mix of women and ladyboys.”

      “Ladyboys?”

      “Yeah. They’re men that dress like women, only these men really look like women, and most people can’t really⁠—”

      “I know what they are. I’m just surprised that this ‘entertainment’ plaza is in a largely touristic area.” I then answered myself, realizing why a lot of men come to Thailand: sun and fun.

      Kang’s insistence that we step out and sample some readily available street food steered me away from heading up to my room. He didn’t need to try very hard to deter me after he’d said the magic word: food. What can I say? I like to eat.

      We left our bags with the front desk and stepped back out into the steamy night. Even though it was closing in on three in the morning, the heat was very apparent, and the humidity latched onto me creating a stickiness I knew I would have to live with the entire time we were in Thailand.

      Looking up and down Sukhumvit, I spied a steady stream of partiers on both sides of the road. Kang led me past a bar on wheels parked on the sidewalk. In front of it were five bar stools, two occupied by women who were smiling at Kang as we passed. A large grin appeared on his face.

      Apparently, one of the women saw that as an open invitation, grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her. He didn’t appear to be putting up much of a fight. He must have forgotten about his girlfriend, Sushi, or whatever her stupid name was. Regardless, it was too good to pass up. I slowed my pace and hung back, giving the impression that we weren’t together. Let the show begin.

      Within seconds, she had locked her legs around Kang’s torso, her grasp tight. Not that he fought it. She grabbed his hand and playfully entwined her fingers between his. He giggled like a shy boy who was about to get to first base for the very first time. Men—they’re so predictable.

      “What your name?” she asked with a heavy accent.

      “Kyle,” he said as he looked down, intimidated by the aggressive eye contact she delivered. He had completely forgotten about me. I hoped so, anyway; I sure as hell wouldn’t have been embarrassing myself like that in front of a coworker, but I digress. Back to the show.

      Within seconds, Kang had been reduced to a puppet willing to do the bidding of whatever that woman wanted. Build me a house. Okay. Buy me that diamond bracelet. Okay. Take me on a trip. Okay. Support my entire extended family. Okay... Oh, Kyle, please don’t make me save you from this situation.

      Her childlike questioning continued. “Where you from?”

      “San Francisco.”

      “California,” she cheered.

      “That’s right. Wow, you’re smart.”

      Smart? Puh-lease. That’s basic geography.

      “You come for holiday or work?”

      “I’m here for work.”

      Her grasp tightened. “How long you stay in Thailand?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      She reached up to play with his chin and batted her eyelashes. “You buy me drink?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure⁠—”

      “Why, baby? I not beautiful for you?”

      “No, of course you’re beautiful, very beautiful.”

      The show got more entertaining by the second. I had made myself comfortable on a low wall by then, delighted that Kang had insisted we get something to eat. I pulled out my phone and started snapping pictures should his memory falter and need a refresher.

      Kang succumbed to her request for a drink, not even once turning to see if I had stuck around. She sipped the colored liquid in the rocks glass while her other hand played with the buttons on the front of his shirt. As much as I wanted to see how this show would play out, I couldn’t ignore my rumbling stomach. I stood, ready to break up the party, when the unexpected happened.

      The woman leaned in, and her voice dropped to a deep baritone. “You like ladyboy?”

      The look on Kang’s face was priceless. I swear he fought harder to escape her grasp then he had a few weeks ago when we were fighting our way out of the underground tunnels of Chinatown.

      Laughter erupted from my mouth as I watched him swat her arms off of him and shimmy himself out of her now noticeably muscular thighs; her dress had ridden up in the struggle.

      Tears poured from my eyes. My abs ached as I struggled to find a break in my uncontrollable wailing to catch my breath. I dropped to the ground on my hands and knees in a fit worthy of an Oscar for Best Laughing Performance. I snorted like a pig, batted my hand against my thigh. Heck, I think I may have even peed myself a little right there on the sidewalk. I had lost complete control, and I didn’t care because I had not laughed that hard since, well, ever.

      “Abby! Abby!”

      I heard the words coming out of his mouth, but I couldn’t stop. I looked up, glassy-eyed. A red-faced Kang stood over me.

      “Seriously?” He reached down and tried to pick me up by my arm, but I was limp with laughter. Eventually, I composed myself long enough to get to my feet and walk crookedly away from the bar. “Oh my God,” I gasped, trying to regain my breath. “Your face! ‘You like ladyboy?’” I hung on his arm to keep my balance as I dissolved into laughter again.

      Over our meal, he glared at me as he picked at his grilled squid. Apparently, my random fits of mouth-covered snorts between bites of my som tum had ruined his appetite.

      After we parted for the night, I giggled myself to sleep. No matter what happened from that point on, that night had made the whole trip worth it. And it would continue to entertain for at least two more years.
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      The next morning, I dragged myself out of bed slowly, thinking it felt like seconds ago that I had lain on my pillow. My wake-up call had come through on my cell. A woman’s voice I didn’t recognize and had trouble understanding started to have a conversation with me. I tried to clear the sleep from my head and follow what the woman was saying. “What?”

      The person on the other end had a strong accent and ended every phrase by saying, “Ka.” I sat up, hoping it would help with deciphering her words. No such luck. It probably didn’t help that I didn’t have nearly enough sleep.

      After multiple attempts to understand this woman, I finally heard some rustling on the other end of the line and then the clear and upbeat voice of a man.

      “Agent Abby Kane?”

      “Yes. Whom am I speaking to?”

      “My name is Songwut Soppipat.”

      “What?” Here we go again.

      “Detective Songwut Soppipat. But you can call me Artie. It’s a lot easier.”

      “I’m sorry… Is it Detective Artie?”

      “Yes, but you can lose the ‘Detective.’ Artie is fine.”

      “I’m usually not this difficult.”

      “It’s not a problem. I’m sure your flight arrived late last night. They all do.”

      “It did. Thanks for understanding.”

      “I’m calling because I’ll be your contact while you and your partner are here in Thailand. I’d like to meet as soon as possible, as I was just informed of your arrival earlier this morning. I’m eager to hear more about your intentions here.”
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        * * *

      

      After I hung up with the detective, I called Kang and told him we were sitting down with our Thai contact in an hour. I met up with him in the lobby a little later, and we proceeded to the Starbucks across the street from the hotel to wait for Artie.

      “I’ll get us something to drink,” Kang said and moved toward the counter.

      I looked for an empty table and sat. I was rummaging through my purse, looking for my tin of loose-leaf tea, when from the corner of my right eye I noticed that a man had appeared next to me.

      “Agent Kane?” he asked softly.

      “Yes, that’s me.” I looked up at a Thai man with a pleasant smile. I had expected the detective to be dressed in a suit; instead, he wore a white polo shirt and cargo pants and a holstered weapon sat on his hip out in the open. It made sense considering the conditions outside the air-conditioned coffee shop. He appeared fit and wore his hair tight on the side with an inch of gelled spikes on top.

      “I’m Songwut Soppipat—Artie.” He stuck out his hand.

      I stood in an attempt to give him a proper greeting, but he quickly told me to sit. I shook his hand and returned a smile. I watched him pull up another chair, flip it around and take a seat.

      “There are two of you, right?” he said. His eyes wandered.

      “Yes. My partner, Detective Kyle Kang, he’s with the San Francisco Police Department. See the tall guy getting coffee?” I motioned with my head. “Can I get you a cup?” I quickly offered.

      He shook his head. “Thanks, but I had one earlier.”

      When Kang returned, I made the necessary introductions. The three of us then stared at each other for a moment before I took the lead.

      “Artie, if you could tell us what you know, it would help me fill in the blanks without repeating things you’ve already heard.”

      Artie nodded and told us what he knew, which wasn’t much. The way Reilly had spoke back at the Bureau, it sounded like the Royal Thai Police had been fully briefed. All Artie knew was that we had come to Thailand on a hunch that a suspect in a murder investigation might be hiding out in Bangkok, and that we wanted to work alongside Thai authorities to determine if it were true.

      “Well, there’s a lot more to that story.” I quickly brought Artie up to speed on Chasing Chinatown.

      “Playing the game led you to Bangkok?” Artie asked, scrunching his brow.

      “Not only that, we have reason to believe that someone is currently playing the game in Bangkok.” I had brought my laptop with me to the shop but wasn’t sure if it was the best place to reveal the game. I looked around and saw a table in the far back left-hand corner of the coffee shop, away from wandering eyes, and suggested we move.

      Things clicked fast for Artie as I walked him through the screens: the cities, the Attractions, the leaderboard.

      “And each Attraction requires they kill a person?”

      “Pretty much,” I said with a shrug. “Once the player cracks the riddle for each Attraction, they receive a task. It requires that they make a creative kill, one that ties into the spirit of said task, which we believe is always associated with something popular in the city. The player uploads a picture or video as proof to unlock the next Attraction.”

      “And once they’ve completed all of them, it unlocks a new city.”

      “Correct.”

      Artie leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. His face tightened as the information I had fed him sunk in. I had seen this look before on the faces of those I’d previously briefed.

      “So you’re sure we have one of these individuals in Bangkok?”

      I pulled up the leaderboard again. “According to the game, yes. What I can’t tell you is if it’s one person, a team, or more.”

      “This is the person or the persons you’re after?”

      “Your department was briefed earlier in the week about this situation and the possibility that a serial killer might be on the loose in Bangkok. I’m guessing you heard of no such thing.”

      Artie shook his head. “Sorry, I haven’t. Bureaucracy,” he offered. “So are you here to help us catch this person or persons?”

      “Not necessarily. We’re after the mastermind behind the game, but we believe our only shot at finding this person is to continue playing the game as Team Carlson—the killers we put an end to back in San Francisco. Their next destination was Bangkok.”

      Artie picked at his thumbnail for a moment before looking back at Kang and me. “You mentioned that the kills are usually tied into something that is representative of the city.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, I think our killer has already struck.”
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      “som tum?” I said, crinkling my brow.

      “You probably know this dish by its other name: green papaya salad,” Artie said.

      It clicked. “Yup, I know that dish.”

      “Human som tum would be in line with the game play we’ve seen so far,” Kang said. “Sounds like the Creeper is active.”

      “The Creeper?” Artie perked up.

      “According to the leaderboard, that’s the name of the individual or individuals playing the game in Bangkok: Team Creeper.”

      “You find the body yet?” I asked.

      “Not yet, but the medical examiner said there’s a chance the victim could still be alive. The amount of human flesh found in the dish wasn’t enough to signify certain death.”

      “I guess the killer could be keeping his victims alive,” I pondered. “The game doesn’t necessarily call for a kill. But I think whoever offered up the flesh is probably dead.”

      Artie nodded in agreement. “I’m still a little confused on how we’re supposed to go about catching this guy. Am I on my own now?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that all morning,” I said. “I think it’s better if we work together. My hunch is that the Attractions are the same for all teams that come to Bangkok. So when we start playing the game, one of our tasks should be in line with the human som tum. The sooner we start, the faster we can catch up and hopefully nab Team Creeper.”

      “What about the mastermind?” Artie asked.

      I shrugged. “All we can do is play the game, learn and hope that leads us to him.”

      Artie suggested we have a look at the crime scene while he continued to fill us in on his case. We piled into a cab and arrived at the Happy Time massage shop fifteen minutes later.

      “This is soi twenty-two. It’s a popular place for tourist, many hotels, bars, and massage shops.”

      He wasn’t kidding. In the area where we exited the cab, I counted four small bars and five massage parlors.

      Happy Time had floor-to-ceiling windows that occupied the storefront, giving us a clear view inside to the six oversized and very comfy chairs used for foot massages. Outside the shop sitting on plastic stools were five young women dressed in yellow polo shirts and black pants. They were doing their best to entice the passing men to come inside for an oil massage.

      I turned to Kang with a coy smile on my face and whispered, “Want to try your luck again?”

      He only shook his head at me before looking away to observe the area. I stifled a giggle.

      “This way,” Artie motioned.

      We followed him a few feet to the left of the shop. We stopped in front of a miniature, ornate temple on a pedestal. “This is a san phra phum or spirit house. You’ll see them all over Thailand—outside office buildings and condos, near parks, inside stores, even in bars. Spirit houses show respect for the land. Thai people believe every place has a special spirit, and these little temples are like a shelter or gathering spot for them. Offerings are made daily to keep the spirits happy so they can grant wishes. Usually people make offerings in the form of flowers, candles, incense, and food.”

      “This is where the som tum was discovered?” I asked.

      “Yes. The manager of the massage shop discovered it in the morning when she went to make an offering. It was a very disrespectful act to commit.”

      The little temple had been cleaned of the offense. Incense burned, and two opened bottles of juice with straws inside sat next to an orange and an apple. Yellow floral garlands big enough to fit around my wrist draped the two metal posts on either side of the tiny, wooden structure.

      “Any witnesses?” I asked.

      Artie nodded and pointed at a bar across the street. “Bar girls congregate there.”

      “Bar girls?” Kang inquired.

      Artie shifted his gaze to Kang. “Girls that are there to entertain the customers.”

      “Oh, like hostesses.”

      “Yeah, except a customer can take them back to their hotel room.”

      “Ohhh,” Kang nodded.

      “I know one of them fairly well. If something goes down on this soi, she usually knows about it. I questioned her last night, and she said a farang⁠—”

      Artie noticed our puzzled faces. “—That’s what we call foreigners or white people. Anyway, she saw one shuffling around the shrine the night before. She didn’t pay too much attention because she had a customer, but she did say he walked with a limp.”

      “Is that all we have to go on?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I took a deep breath and pushed it out. “Well then, if we’re going to make any progress, we need to start playing the game.”
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      I knew how important it was to have Artie on our side and as close to us as possible. His expertise in Thai culture would help immensely when we had the task of deciphering the riddles and navigating the city. But more importantly, we needed him and a team of trusted men to watch our backs. I’m not big on group investigations, but in this case, it would be unavoidable; we needed to take precautions to protect ourselves in Bangkok just as we had in San Francisco: surveillance, muscle, the whole nine. We would need backup in case things went south. Even more so since we weren’t operating on American soil.

      “I assure you, I can organize an excellent team,” he said. “You will be in capable hands.”

      If the bureaucracy that had kept Artie from even getting briefed appropriately was an indication of capability, I had my reservations. But what I didn’t have was a lot of other options.

      We returned to the Landmark Plaza and bunkered down in Kang’s room. There I removed my laptop from my shoulder bag and fired up the game. As we waited for the introduction to play out, I summarized how we’d solved the last San Francisco Attraction to bring Artie up to date on how the riddles work.

      “Make sense?” I asked.

      “So the riddle will most likely tie into some sort of tourist attraction, either a place or an event, and that’s where we’ll get our clue to unlock the task. I get it.”

      I clicked on the first Attraction. An animation of a paper scroll unraveling appeared, revealing our first riddle.

      Lie alongside the golden one, and you will find your destiny.

      Kang and I were busy repeating the phrase in our heads when Artie brushed off the riddle with a dismissive hand gesture and blurted out the answer.

      “This is easy. The riddle is talking about Wat Pho. It’s the temple of the Reclining Buddha.”

      Kang and I looked at each other with surprise.

      “Are you positive?” I asked, turning my gaze back to Artie.

      “One hundred percent. Now what?”

      “Well, if this is the right answer, which it probably is, our next step would be to visit this temple disguised as Team Carlson. It’s what we’ve done so far.”

      “You don’t think the people behind the game suspect anything?”

      “Can’t say for sure. Maybe, but we have no alternatives at the moment. All we can do is keep playing until we get shut down. At this point, it doesn’t really matter whether they know or not.”

      Artie shifted in his chair. “That’s a dangerous way to proceed.” His tone was serious, and his eyes locked on mine.

      “That’s where you come in. We’re hoping you can help alleviate those dangers.”

      Artie drew a deep breath as he leaned back on the wooden chair and fondled his chin while his other arm rested across his chest. He stared out the window for a moment, lost in his own thoughts. I wondered for a moment if he thought we were completely nuts. He finally turned his head back to us. “This will also endanger me and my men.”

      I nodded my acknowledgement. I wasn’t sure if Artie was up to it. We still didn’t know much about the detective, though he had proven himself useful so far. My concern, however, was whether he had the gumption and the ability to back us up.

      “When do you want to visit Wat Pho?” he asked calmly.

      I smiled a little. “As soon as possible.”
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      Artie surprised us when he suggested we hit the temple immediately. I thought he would need a day or so for logistics. No such thing.

      “What’s to figure out? You go to the temple. My men and I follow. You do what you need to do while we keep an eye out.”

      Artie needed only an hour to gather his men. We agreed to meet them at the Saphan Taksin dock. Kang and I were already dressed in our disguises when we spotted Artie. He had brought four other men with him and quickly made the introductions once we were together.

      “They are good men. You can trust them with your life.”

      I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      The men looked the part, with their stern stares and squared-off jaws. That might impress a director casting for an action movie, but I was unmoved. An unusually tall man had a noticeable scar that ran down the side of his left cheek. He face showed no hint of emotion. They were all dressed in street clothes and wore either a light jacket or a sleeveless vest to conceal their weapons.

      “This is the Chao Phraya River. It’s a lot easier to get to the temple by water than by land,” Artie said. He led us down wooden planks where we boarded a riverboat with an even mix of tourists and locals.

      The boat was roughly one hundred ten feet long and fairly narrow and looked to hold about ninety to one hundred passengers. There were forward-facing rows of seating on either side of a middle aisle. Artie had secured a bench in the rear right side of the boat while his men created a buffer that prevented others from sitting where we were. It didn’t take long before the boat propelled us out of the dock.

      A cool breeze blew up off the river—a welcome relief for my slick face and neck. The weather app on my phone reported a current temperature of ninety-eight degrees with a heat index of one hundred six. I didn’t doubt it.

      I leaned back against the wooden bench, content to watch small fishing boats rock in the wakes created by our vessel as we sped by until Artie tapped me on the shoulder. He unfolded a piece of paper and flattened it on the bench, revealing a hand-drawn map of the temple, I supposed. Kang sat behind us but leaned over for a better look.

      “This is Wat Pho. The large structure in the middle is where the Reclining Buddha is housed.” He tapped at the drawing with a pencil. “There are two entrances on either side of the building. My men will position themselves here and here.” He circled two areas. “There are a few blind spots so I’ll enter the building with the two of you and remain nearby. Any questions?”

      Artie had just simplified what would have been a fifteen-man, well-thought-out, FBI-driven operation to a sketched-out plan on a torn piece of paper. But it worked.

      It took us fifteen minutes to reach our destination: Tha Tien dock. We debarked the boat with the other tourists and snaked our way up the plank to dry land. Straight ahead, I spotted gold spirals jutting up behind an enclosure wall.

      Artie said a few words to his men, prompting them to break off from the group and disappear into the crowd. “The entrance to the grounds is just up ahead. I’ll be right behind you,” he said as he fell back.

      “You ready?” Kang asked.

      I put on a smile. “Of course, dear. Now let’s go meet the golden one.”

      Kang and I paid our entrance fee and took a free map to the grounds. Inside the walls, the temple grounds were a lot larger than I had expected. The large structure that Artie had pointed out on the map made for an easy target to locate. Around it were smaller buildings, but we ignored those and followed the crowd to the main attraction.

      Once inside the main temple, I faced a large golden Buddha literally lying on its side. It must have been close to two hundred feet long. As we moved in closer, I couldn’t help but be distracted by the barrage of flashes bouncing off the smiling, bald man. I turned to Kang only to find him with his cell phone out, ripping off photos like a journalist in a war-torn country.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, finally pocketing his phone.

      “Well, the riddle said to lie with the golden one, but clearly we can’t get close enough to literally lie next to it.” The statue was roped off, probably to prevent tourists from climbing on it for a photo. “It has to be something else.”

      “Do we really need to do this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, because of the human som tum, I’m guessing the task has to do with food.”

      “I hear you, but there are still too many variables. Is the task to do something with som tum or any Thai dish? Was leaving it on the shrine part of the task or part of the killer’s creative expression? Plus, we need the right answer to the riddle to unlock the task.”

      Kang bounced his head from side to side. “You’re right. Better to go through the motions and get it right the first time around.” He looked around. “I wonder if we need to look for a contact like last time.”

      “Maybe.” I scanned the crowd and spotted one of Artie’s men standing near an entrance and studying a hand map for the grounds. The rest, including Artie, were incognito. I continued to search for an obvious clue to where we should go, but nothing jumped out at me.

      Kang flipped open the Bangkok guidebook he had picked up for the trip. “Maybe this will tell us something about the Buddha.”

      While he read, I scanned. That was when I spotted the clear, plastic bin against a wall. Inside I could see what looked like numerous Thai bills. Hmmm, I wonder. I walked over to the donation box, looking for a sign. I didn’t readily see any. I deposited a twenty baht bill, about seventy cents USD, thinking maybe that might trigger something. Nothing. I looked back at Kang. He still had his nose buried between the pages. Probably didn’t even realize I had walked away.

      I had just started thinking that Artie might have gotten the riddle wrong when a thought entered my head. I hurried back to Kang. “Hey, I think we’re being too literal with the riddle. Follow me.”

      We exited the large temple, not knowing if Artie and his men were behind us.

      “Where are we headed?” Kang asked.

      “There.” I pointed at a gift shop a few yards away.

      “Souvenirs?”

      “Exactly.”

      We entered a small shop overstocked with countless knickknacks. I maneuvered around a family and through a tight aisle to where I saw a small table stacked with small replicas of the reclining Buddha. I picked one up and turned around to Kang. “I think we can lie with this one.”

      He smiled, and we proceeded to the cashier.

      The young woman behind the counter took the statue and wrapped it in tissue. There were no other people in line, so I whispered the words, “Chasing Chinatown.” She didn’t acknowledge me but continued to wrap the Buddha. She then bagged it before typing a number on a calculator and showing it to me. I pulled out sixty baht, or about two USD, and handed it over. She then casually reached under the counter, removed a postcard, and slipped it into the bag before handing it to me.

      I waited until we were out of the shop before removing the card. It had a glossy picture of a street lined with food vendors. “No surprises.”

      “What is it?” Kang asked.

      I showed him the picture on the postcard. “I’m guessing the answer to the riddle is street food.”
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      Artie and his men appeared before us shortly after we had discovered the answer to the riddle. Neither Kang nor I saw their approach; knowing that made me feel much more comfortable with their abilities. The Thai detective was slowly proving his worth and earning my trust.

      “What was in the gift shop?” he asked right away.

      “The riddle asked us to lie with the golden one. It’s impossible to lie next to the actual statue, but not this one,” I said, showing him the little replica I had purchased. “We mentioned the name of the game to the cashier to trigger the gameplay, and in exchange, she gave us this postcard.” I handed it to Artie.

      “Street food?”

      “That’s what we’re thinking. We’ll have to key it in to be sure. If we’re right, it’ll unlock the task associated with this Attraction.”

      “Could also be soi thirty-eight. That’s the actual street in the picture.”

      “We’ll try both.”

      Artie looked over the top of my head, toward the gift shop. “Should we apprehend the cashier?”

      “No, let her be. We’re playing the game and need things to play out as they should.”

      Artie considered that for a moment before nodding his head in agreement. “All right. I know the owner of a nearby restaurant. We’ll have privacy there and some good food. Follow me.”

      Artie led us out of the temple grounds and back to the dock, except this time we took a cross river ferry to the other side. From there, he led us through a maze of shops and food stalls in a nearby market until we reached a narrow lane with very little foot traffic. Toward the back of the lane, we entered a small restaurant with only a handful of diners. He pointed to a large table at the rear. “Go and sit. I’ll order food for all of us.”

      When he returned, I had already unloaded my laptop and booted up the game. I motioned for Artie to sit beside me. “I want you to see how this works.”

      I clicked on the first Attraction, and the animated paper scroll appeared, revealing the riddle. Below that, in the answer field, I typed the words “Street food.” A beat later the scroll unraveled further, revealing our task.

      Serve up your favorite Thai delicacy on the streets of Bangkok.

      Artie reacted first. “So that’s the reason for the som tum.”

      “Basically the goal here is to envision the task creatively with a kill. Sickening, but that’s the game.”

      “You mentioned earlier that you faked your last one. We’ll do the same, right?”

      “Yeah. After, we’ll take some pictures and upload it to the game. That should get us access to the next Attraction.”

      Just then, a server arrived and placed plates of food on the table. Suddenly, nobody appeared to be hungry for the som tum, except Kang.
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        * * *

      

      The young shop girl left the store shortly after providing the riddle to the couple. With her job completed, there was no need to remain there any longer. She was a deliverer, the one chosen to meet with the teams and give them their answer. When a team unlocked an Attraction in Bangkok, she received notification of who they were and prepared for their arrival.

      Team Carlson was the second team to unlock Bangkok’s first Attraction, which surprised her, because earlier in the week she had been notified of their disqualification from the game. After a quick call to the man who gave her orders, she was told to go ahead and provide them with the answer should they show up.

      She hurried to a street corner where the motorbike taxis queued and hopped on the back of a bike. A few minutes of wind blowing in her hair and sitting sidesaddle, she arrived at her destination. After watching the motorbike drive off, she turned and headed into a nearby alley and then through a narrow doorway. She climbed five flights of wooden stairs, each one delivering its own unique creak. The stairwell was dimly lit, and the air smelled wet.

      When she reached the top floor, slightly out of breath, she knocked on the first door to her left. Footsteps approached inside. A second later, the door opened enough for the slim woman to enter the one bedroom apartment.

      Heavy curtains were drawn across the windows, but three lamps provided enough warm light for her to see the plump man sitting behind a desk and eating noodles from a bowl. She quickly brought her hands together in front of her chest and gave Somchai Neelapaijit a slight bow.

      He didn’t return the wai, but instead motioned with his fork for her to take a seat in a chair.

      The woman spoke first. “Team Carlson was successful with their pickup.”

      Somchai slurped the last of his noodles into his mouth, chewed and swallowed. He wiped his mouth before speaking. “Same two people?”

      “Yes, the FBI agent and the detective. They didn’t suspect that anything was wrong.”

      “Good. And the other team?”

      “He has yet to seek me out for the answer to the second riddle.”

      He thanked her for the information and dismissed her. When the door to the apartment closed behind her, Somchai turned to another man who sat quietly in the corner. “Find out why Team Creeper is stalling.”
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      Artie cut his men loose after our less-than-enthusiastic meal. The food, mostly Southern Thai cuisine, consisted of a variety of veggie and seafood curry dishes, which Kang continued to rave about long after our plates were cleared from the table. I was close to telling him to shut it but refrained.

      Business in the small eatery had picked up, slowly eliminating our privacy, so the three of us headed back to the Landmark where we could formulate a plan for our next steps. Once there, we hunkered down in Kang’s room again. He took the liberty of ordering a pot of coffee and hot water from room service.

      Artie plopped down in a chair opposite me and repeated the task. “Serve up your favorite Thai delicacy on the streets of Bangkok.” He thought for a moment. “So we make a dish with human parts?”

      “We could,” I said. “I don’t think there is a right or wrong answer here. It’s the entertainment factor. I suppose the goal is to surprise the creator of the game so as to gain access to the next Attraction.”

      “Would a copycat version work?”

      I shrugged. “Best not to take chances.”

      Kang took a seat next to me. “What about human sausage? You know, mimic sai krok, those fermented sausages made from pork and rice. Good stuff.” He gave us the thumbs up.

      Ever since our arrival to the Big Mango, Kang had indulged in the offerings of every street food vendor we passed. It was nonstop. The guy ate everything in sight. I had initially tried to keep up, but the sheer amount of food he ingested was too much, even for someone like me. In fact, before heading into the hotel, he stopped once again at a vendor who sold deep-fried pork. I didn’t see a pan for frying, so I assumed the food had been cooked elsewhere. I warned him. He brushed me off as though I were an overly concerned mother.

      Back in Kang’s room, the three of us continued brainstorming, looking for something that was simple and easy to fake. Eventually, we agreed on an unattended noodle cart that had balls of pork stacked inside a glass-enclosed shelving unit. Mixed in with them would be a pair of eyes.

      “This seems doable. I have a contact who can lend us a noodle cart, and I have a friend who can provide us with a pair of fake eyes.”

      It was right around that time that Kang’s stomach made a horrible whining noise that sent him hurrying to the bathroom, leaving Artie and I to laugh awkwardly. Kang’s love affair with sidewalk food had suddenly turned into the relentless pursuit of always being in butt’s reach of a toilet.

      With him moaning on the commode and clearly not able to go anywhere for a while, Artie suggested the two of us look for a spot where we could plant the food cart. He already had a few places in mind.

      “Best to leave him alone, anyway,” Artie said, pressing the call button for the elevator. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      I agreed.

      We exited the hotel, and Artie flagged a cab. “I think I have a location that will work perfectly for this,” he said as the cab pulled away. “It’s on Sukhumvit, near soi twenty-three. The area is trafficked enough at night, so a discovery should be made fairly fast. We can follow up with our staged investigation and clear the cart shortly after. The faster the better.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I don’t plan on informing anyone but those involved. This is not something I want the Ministry of Tourism to find out about. They’ll worry that the media will pick up on it and give them a PR problem.” Artie took pause and then spoke again. “Will that be a problem? I mean, are pictures enough for proof, or do you need to show the investigation? We can if it’s not a big spectacle.”

      I thought about what Artie said. I didn’t think staging a fake investigation had helped our case in San Francisco. Come to think of it, I didn’t recall any of the crime scenes that the Carlsons staged ever being reported by the media. “I think all we need is to set up the cart and snap some pictures, so a location where we could do that without being bothered would be good.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe we should go through the motions, just in case.”

      “All right,” I conceded with a nod. “If it’s not a problem, it couldn’t hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, our cab stopped near the Asoke BTS station just past a large intersection.

      We walked another twenty feet along the busy road. A line of cars in gridlock as far as I could see waited patiently for their turn at the green light.

      “This is the area I’m thinking about,” Artie stopped and motioned with his hand.

      I looked around. “Not much foot traffic,” I said.

      “It’ll pick up as soon as the sun sets. The famous Soi Cowboy is down that road.” He pointed. “You know what that is?”

      “Let me guess. Go-go dancers?”

      “You got it.”
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      Before the Creeper’s arrival in Bangkok, Gai had heard about this man and his inability to stay the course and follow simple rules. He had a nasty habit of doing his own thing and ignoring the game. His time in Sydney, while successful, was also a disaster in terms of keeping the game under the radar. Instead of leaving after he had completed all the Attractions, the Creeper went on a rampage, slicing and dicing six other Australians. One of them was the man sent to remind him of his obligations to the game.

      Gai took that last bit of information very seriously and had resorted to keeping a hidden blade on him. He had met the Creeper once, when the killer first arrived in Thailand, and wasn’t looking forward to another encounter. It wasn’t that Gai couldn’t handle himself. He was more than able to take down another opponent. But there was something about the Creeper that, well, creeped him out.

      Team Creeper had spent the first two weeks in Bangkok off the grid. Unless he engaged with the game, the team in charge of Bangkok’s Chinatown Chase could not track his game play. Because of this, Gai had been sent to make contact and find out why there was a delay. Participants were encouraged to make their way through the game as quickly as possible. It helped to ensure that they would not be caught, and it offset the chance of two teams playing the game in any one given city.

      Gai remembered that day vividly.

      He had received news that the Creeper had been holed up in a dingy hotel in the Silom area, near Patapong 3. The area was known more for its sex shows than its go-go dancers and was heavily visited by gay men because of the numerous gay-friendly bars and ladyboys who called the place home.

      Gai never liked venturing into that part of town. Even during the day, the heavy stench from the previous nights revelry hung in the air and clung to clothing. But he forged ahead, ready to do the bidding of his boss, Somchai, no matter what the circumstances.

      He slipped into the decrepit building and climbed three flights of stairs. He kept a fast pace, even when moving down the hall. When he knocked on the Creeper’s door, a voice called out, “Come in.”

      Gai cautiously pushed the door open to reveal a dark room, save for the splinter of light that slipped through the sides of the drawn curtains. It took a minute for his eyes to adjust as he slid his hand up and down the wall, searching for the light switch.

      “Don’t,” said the same voice. “The light hurts my eyes.”

      Gai stopped and focused his gaze toward the wall across from him where a shadowy figure sat in a chair. He closed the door and moved closer, hoping for more detail.

      The figure rose out of the chair and took a step toward Gai. And another. Each was accompanied by the slow drag of a shoe across the floor. Step, drag. Step, drag. The figure closed in.

      Gai held his ground. What could a lame man do to him? He had no reason to be afraid. Yet.

      The figure drew closer. The scratchy sound of a leathered sole grating against the wooden floor grew louder. Gai could hear the man’s heavy breathing but knew fatigue wasn’t the cause. Was it excitement? With each step, the Creeper’s breaths increased in speed, and Gai’s eyes adjusted to the dark.

      And then out of the blackness, the Creeper’s face appeared into view a mere four inches away. Gai jerked back, caught off guard by the invasion of his personal space but not before a breathy mixture of garlic and sour violated his nose. Gai reached back toward the wall and located the light switch.

      The man known as the Creeper flinched at the sudden invasion of artificial light.

      “I’m not here to play games,” Gai said calmly.

      The Creeper lowered his arm from his eyes. “I don’t get many visitors.” He formed his words slowly before closing his mouth, leaving only a sliver of lip visible. Out of the corner of his light-gray eyes, deep, ravine-like wrinkles cut into his skin, creating a shadowing worthy of a horror makeup artist.

      The Creeper raised his right hand and pointed at Gai. His nails were yellow, thick and sharpened into points. He reached out with his index finger, slowly moving toward Gai’s cheek. “Your skin, it’s so… inviting.”

      Gai moved his face away from the protruding finger and took a step back. “Why haven’t you initiated the first Attraction in the game?”

      The Creeper crinkled his brow, disappointed that the conversation had resorted to business. He much rather would have fingered Gai’s cheek.

      “If you must know, I’m not ready. I’m not in the mood for games at the moment.”

      Gai held the Creeper’s gaze. It was important when dealing with people of this kind to never show weakness. He must appear to be an equal. “The rules state that you must engage the game within the first two days of arriving in a new city or risk disqualification.”

      “Disqualification!” the Creeper hissed. “You think you can threaten me?” The crinkle in his brow deepened, and his eyes narrowed. “I am in control of what I do, not you.” He bared his teeth when he spoke.

      Gai, stood strong. He realized the situation had turned grim. The wrong word or even a weak smile could worsen things. Gai kept his tone neutral and his wording even. “I am simply stating the rules that you agreed to abide by when you were accepted as a participant of the game.”

      “Accepted?” the Creeper’s eyes widened. “Have you forgotten that, if not for people like me, this game would not exist? Without us, it is nothing.”

      Gai repeated the rule and left promptly after. He never forgot his initial conversation with the Creeper that day, and this time, he new what to expect during his second encounter.

      The Creeper moved around a lot, preferring to change his location every three days. Since completing the first Attraction, he had relocated to a small hotel in the Phra Khanong neighborhood.

      Gai felt for the seven-inch blade he kept in a leather sheath strapped to the waistband of his pants. He made no attempt to cover it, the bottom half protruding from his shirt. Up the stairs he went to the second floor and the last door at the end of the hall. After his quick knock, a voice called out for him to enter, just as it had with his last visit.

      Gai expected the same intimidation tactics from the Creeper and had already mentally prepared himself. He wouldn’t falter, not in the least. He turned the knob and pushed open the door. As expected, the curtains had been drawn shut and the lamps turned off. The bulb in the hallway was the only light source peering into the room.

      “Close the door,” the Creeper instructed from the darkness.

      Gai waited a bit, wanting his eyes to adjust to the dark. Satisfied that he could make out shapes in the room, he closed the door. He ran his right hand along the wall, searching for a light switch. He wasn’t about to have a conversation with the Creeper under those circumstances, again. A few seconds later, he felt what he was looking for.

      The lone light on the ceiling flickered on, and Gai immediately sucked in a quick breath. The Creeper stood only inches away from him. Before he could react, even think, Gai felt an intense pain in his gut—a searing sensation that fanned out. He reached for his blade, but the pain increased tenfold. Any movement seemed to be met with more sharp pains.

      What’s happening? Try as he might, Gai could not glance down, not even for a second. His eyes remained transfixed upon the Creeper. He couldn’t tear himself away. The Creeper held on to him with his narrow, beady eyes. They were dark. They were evil. They were the last thing Gai would ever see.
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      The Creeper sat quietly on the uneven chair, humming a jazz song as he watched the dark fluid spill from the wound in Gai’s midsection. He had used a carving knife to rip him open. He knew it would immobilize the man immediately. Sadly, this was a kill the Creeper received very little joy from. It was more of a necessity—a chore, really.

      What the Creeper enjoyed most, what he longed for when toying with his victims, was a slow death. The longer his victims were kept alive while he played with them, the better. That’s what satisfied his urges. It’s what got him up in the morning.

      The Creeper had become bored of the game and knew he would be in violation of the rules by abandoning his role as a participant; the rules were clear that everyone was expected to play until a winner was determined. Once they agreed, there was no turning back. No quitting. No taking a break.

      But the Creeper didn’t care about those silly rules. No one told him what to do. He had known the keepers of the game would send someone, and he had decided he would answer with a symbol as to what he thought of their stupid little diversion.

      He stared at Gai a few moments before deciding it was time for him to move along and leave the body to do its job of conveying his message. He reached down and pulled up his right pant leg. Wrapped around his knee and running the length of his shin were two metal rods, one on each side. The homemade contraption made it difficult for the Creeper to walk. It made him limp.

      He removed the device and stretched out his leg before standing. Ah, much better. He was a stickler for details. While he could have faked a limp, the device ensured that he limped consistently with every step.

      He stood and walked perfectly toward the bathroom mirror, where he proceeded to remove the gray contact lenses he wore, revealing his light blue eyes. The Creeper blinked to clear his sight. He reached up and scratched near the corner of his left eye, which produced a flap of skin. He grabbed hold of it and removed the prosthetic, repeating the process for his other eye. Gone were the aged lines that gave life to his intense stare. He appeared younger, friendlier… trustworthy.

      The Creeper reached up to the floppy mess of chestnut hair and pulled the rug off, uncovering his short but wavy blond hair. He put on wire frame glasses—fake—then changed into pressed khakis, a striped button-down, and brown loafers. Finally, he filed his nails down to a respectable length before using nail polish remover to rid them of that ugly, aging, yellow color.

      He grabbed what few belongings he had and pocketed them before stepping around Gai and exiting the room. Creep. Creep. Creep.
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      Artie and I spent the rest of the afternoon planning our fake crime. We decided it would be best to set up for that night. The toilet was still Kang’s best friend, but we had a job to do. I let him know what we were planning and that I would keep him updated.

      With our location chosen, we headed over to a warehouse where the noodle carts were stored. The first thing I noticed when we got there was that the carts were attached to motorcycles. Instead of a sidecar, it had a side noodle cart.

      “I hope you’re not expecting me to drive that thing,” I said.

      Artie laughed. “Of course not. I’ll drive.”

      Before I could question him more, I heard a woman shout Artie’s name. He’d told me he had a close friend in the medical examiner’s office, a specialist in bone reconstruction to help identify the dead. He said she could lend us a pair of realistic eyeballs. I spun around to see a stylish, chicly dressed woman walking toward us.

      “That’s the forensic scientist?” I whispered to Artie.

      “Yes. She’s different.”

      “What plans do you have for my expensive eyes?” she asked, her raised voice echoing slightly in the large space.

      “Don’t worry. Your eyes are safe with me. I’d like you to meet FBI Agent Abby Kane. She’s investigating a case that is possibly tied to the human som tum we discovered a few days ago.”

      The woman finally made eye contact with me and stuck out her hand as she reached us. “Pleased to meet you. You can call me Tip.”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I said, smiling back at her.

      “She’s the best forensic investigator in the country,” Artie added.

      “Stop,” she said, swatting at his arm playfully before focusing back on me. “So, FBI. Must be something important for you to come all the way out to Thailand.”

      I gave Artie a quick look. I wasn’t about to discuss my business in Bangkok with just anybody, even if she was the country’s best forensic investigator.

      “It’s fine, Abby. Tip is one of the good ones and is helping out on the som tum case.”

      I cleared my throat. “The FBI has reason to believe that the person behind the human som tum is part of a bigger organization. I’m hunting the person who runs it.”

      “And you think that person is here in Bangkok?”

      “Possibly. I’ll find out soon enough.”

      Tip grabbed hold of Artie’s left hand and turned his palm up. “Here you go.” She gently, almost teasingly, placed two realistic-looking eyeballs into it.

      “They have serial numbers on the back,” she continued, still holding his hand. “I expect the same ones to be returned.” She flashed him a playful smile before letting go of his hand.

      “You have my word, Tip.”

      Clearly the two had history, and I’m not talking as coworkers or friends. I kept my smile to myself.

      Artie gave me an eye to look at. “What do you think?”

      “Looks real. Might be a good idea to dress it up with some blood.”

      “Fish guts,” he said. “Drip a little on each one, and it’ll fool anyone into thinking they were just ripped out of someone’s eye socket.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stick around,” Tip said, “but I’ve got somewhere I need to be. Let me know if I can be of any more help.”

      With that, she left us as quickly as she had arrived. I turned to Artie. “She seems nice.”

      “Tip can be an asset. She just likes a lot of attention. That’s all.”

      Yup, they definitely had history. For a brief second, I thought of fishing for more information about his relationship with her but decided against it. It wouldn’t help the case, only my curiosity.

      Once Tip had disappeared from view, it didn’t take us long to get the cart ready. We had everything we needed, even the noodles, which Artie claimed he could make. Transporting the cart to our location was the only concern I had.

      “Wait, you were serious when you said you were driving this thing.”

      “Yes. Why not?”

      “So should I find a taxi and meet you there?”

      Artie gave me a strange look. “What are you talking about? We’ll go on this.”

      That’s when I put two and two together. “No way. I’m not riding on that death trap.”

      “Come on, Abby. It’s safe. Everyone rides on motorbikes.”

      I wasn’t arguing that. In the last few days, I’d seen men, women, sometimes even a family of four packed on to one bike as they weaved their way through traffic.

      “You’re lucky. You have jeans on—no need to sit sideways.”

      “I’ve seen those women sitting sidesaddle on the back of the motortaxis. I have no idea how they don’t fall off.”

      Artie’s mouth widened and his eyes disappeared into dark slits as he laughed. “It’s called balance.”

      I watched him climb on board the rickety bike and give it a powerful jumpstart. The engine coughed to life before emitting a loud roar. A few throttle revs and he motioned for me to climb aboard. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      The only thought I could take solace in was that if we wrecked and I ended up in a hospital, I had on a pair of new underwear. I hopped on board, hung on tight and prayed we didn’t end up playing bumper cars with a bus.

      For the next twenty-five minutes, I got my fill of car exhaust while the wind whipped my hair into a crazy tangle. Artie eventually brought the bike to a complete stop near the curb, about fifty yards away from our location. He checked his watch. “Almost six-thirty. We will have missed most of the dinner rush, which is a good thing. I can control the scene for the setup. You should get off and wait for me here.”

      “Why?”

      “It’ll look suspicious if you’re with me while I set up.”

      Artie explained that, even though I looked Asian, I wasn’t Thai and I would still stand out. I didn’t have a problem with that. I got off, and he continued on. While I waited, I put a call in to Kang.

      “I’m really sorry about the situation,” he said. “I wish I could be there helping.”

      “There’s not much to do. This crime scene is very low-tech compared to what we orchestrated back in San Francisco. We’ll wait an hour, and then Artie’s men will arrive and conduct a quick investigation. The whole ordeal will probably take two hours, tops.”

      “Still, I feel bad.”

      “That’s what you get for eating everything in sight,” I said, laughing.

      “I know. And you warned me about that last vendor. Sheesh.”

      “What’s the plan after you wrap up?”

      “Not sure but I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Okay. Great. Gotta go.”

      I hung up with Kang but not before hearing some questionable sounds coming from his end. I waited another fifteen to twenty minutes before Artie returned.

      “Everything is in place, and I already snapped a few pictures” He showed me his phone. “Will this work?”

      The eyeballs looked real. “Yes, this will do. Good call with the fish guts.” I gave him my email address. “Send them to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Artie was spot on with the timing. From the moment we arrived until his men wrapped up their investigation and hauled away the noodle cart away, two hours had passed. He had impressed me, and I was starting to feel better about working the case with him. It was shortly after those thoughts that he turned to me with a smile and asked if I wanted to have dinner.

      “I know a place where they serve great Isaan food.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Spicy.”
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      A maid at the small hotel discovered Gai’s body later that same afternoon. It didn’t take long for word of his demise to reach Somchai, thanks to a tip from a police officer who was friendly with Somchai’s people. With the right amount of payoff, the body and the investigation had disappeared as quickly as the police were called to the hotel.

      Somchai knew right away that the Creeper had gone off on his own again. That twisted farang had abandoned the game and was now running loose in his beloved Bangkok. Why did that matter? It endangered the game play, and it was Somchai’s job to keep the game up and running. A participant wreaking havoc brought unnecessary attention, so the cover-up of Gai’s body had needed to be quick and complete.

      Somchai had no idea whether the Creeper would speak of the game, should the authorities catch him doing what he did best. Too much money and too many people were at risk, including Somchai himself. He would be the one to take the blame if he couldn’t contain the situation. He had heard of what had happened to Jing Woo, the man charged with managing the game in San Francisco. It had been a convincing deterrent.

      The first order Somchai gave to his men was to hunt down the Creeper. “You must find him before he commits another unauthorized kill.”

      Protocol required Somchai to report the altercation between Gai and the Creeper through the proper channels to the mastermind himself, whom he had never met. But Somchai believed it was better to present a problem with a solution in place rather than simply presenting the problem. If he could dispose of the Creeper first and then report the farang’s inability to follow the rules of the game and his resulting elimination, that would keep Somchai’s pride intact. And hopefully avoid a repeat of what had happened with Jing Woo.

      From that point forward, Somchai repeatedly called his men every hour on the hour. The news remained the same: they were still searching for the Creeper.

      It was midnight, and Somchai had grown restless with the situation. It shouldn’t have taken long to track the man. He had a noticeable limp and moved slowly. How hard can this be? he thought while he paced the small office.

      By his count, he had probably two days, perhaps three at the most, before the absent game play would trigger the application to send a message to him and those he reported to. Somchai couldn’t prevent that from happening. The mastermind would be notified for a second time regarding Team Creeper’s erratic game play.

      However, Somchai was counting on his men to find the farang before that notice was generated. What he wasn’t counting on was an unexpected call from the mastermind himself.
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      I looked at my watch. It was a little after one in the morning. Where had the time gone? It had been almost five hours since we’d left our crime scene.

      We’d started the night at a sidewalk restaurant on soi eighteen. There we dined on tom yum hed, a spicy sour mushroom soup, ate grilled pork neck, ravished som tum with raw crab, and devoured tom yum talay, a deliciously spicy mix of seafood and veggies. We had plenty of the local favorite, Leo beer, to wash it all down with.

      I figured dinner had soaked up a solid hour and a half. We continued our drinking near my hotel at a bar that had outdoor seating with live music.

      It turned out that Artie and I had a lot in common, both in terms of work and in terms of our outlook on life. He believed in the good, always striving to make his decisions and actions reflect that. So he said.

      “I think that’s why I love being a detective:” he went on, “It allows me the opportunity to help others.”

      Just then, our server placed a raised metal platter on our table. A large carp sat in an inch of bubbling soup thanks to a small can of chafing fuel below the pan. I watched Artie use his spoon and fork to deftly separate the white meat of the grilled fish from its tiny bones. I, on the other hand, needed my fingers and multiple stacks of napkins to get at the same meat. Even though we had eaten a full meal a few hours ago, like most Thais, Artie loved to eat, especially when drinking. My stomach didn’t mind.

      “How come you never married?” I switched to Jameson now that we had access to a fully stocked bar. The Irish whiskey loosened my mouth. I had no filter.

      He shrugged. “I guess I haven’t come across a woman who I’ve felt real love with. There were plenty I cared about, but I never felt that real love, love that allows you to accept the good, the bad, the rich, even the poor in others. You share those times together because you love that person.”

      Boy, did I know what he was talking about. I can honestly say I felt that way with Peng, my late husband. We were a team, living life together. And then life screwed me.

      Artie threw the same question right back at me, and I found myself opening up about something I rarely discussed with others. But I felt like the conversation we had been having all night had been pretty revealing, so it was fitting. It was uplifting in a way. I didn’t feel the need to keep up my guard. I could be real.

      “I spent almost a year hunting the person who had murdered my husband but came up empty. I believe that’s what caused me to burn out on the job.”

      “But you’re still in law enforcement?”

      “Yeah,” I said, laughing. “Go figure.”

      “The job has a way of screwing us, yet we still love it.”

      I raised my glass. “That’s the truth.”

      We both yawned simultaneously, a clear signal that the evening had come to an end. I had enjoyed a great time blowing off steam with Artie. I’m sure Kang would have enjoyed the night out too, but part of me was glad that he had remained at the hotel, resting on the toilet. It was selfish, but I liked having Artie to myself. Had Kang been here, the conversation would have been different. Not in a boring way, but different, less intimate.

      Weirdly, Artie had momentarily filled a gap in my life that had been empty—the part that made me feel lonely, the part that only a man could fill. Yes, I had my family, and they brought me much happiness, but I missed having someone for me. Talking to Artie made those feelings of want disappear for a little while.

      Artie offered to walk me back to my hotel. It was only a few sois away, not enough to merit a taxi. And I had all but sworn off riding on a motortaxi, especially with my balancing abilities in question.

      “So you and Tip were an item,” I said as we strolled along.

      “Yes.”

      “I knew it the moment she walked into the warehouse.”

      “Really?” Artie stopped. “How?”

      “I could tell by the way she looked at you. She still likes you.”

      “I know, but we’re not right for each other. When we’re together, it’s either hot or it’s cold. It’s tiring, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, great for make-up sex, but other than that…”

      “A soap opera.”

      “So what’s it like between you two now?”

      “Our jobs keep us in contact, and occasionally we’ll have lunch or dinner together, but sometimes…”

      “Let me guess: you both have one too many beers and wake up the next morning in the same bed.”

      “It doesn’t help. She’s beautiful, fun, and not right for me,” he said with a smile. “And the men in your life?”

      “Rotten luck. I suck at choosing them.”

      Artie let out a burst of laughter, nearly losing his balance.

      “I’m serious,” I said adding my howls to his. “I can’t catch a break.”

      “Maybe you’re trying too hard.”

      I punched his arm playfully. “Or maybe not hard enough.”

      Artie threw his arm around me and pulled me in for a friendly hug while we walked. It was unexpected but felt nice. He wasn’t the typical man I found myself attracted to, but I liked him. Sure he was interesting, and I felt comfortable around him but was I sexually attracted to him? Not at the beginning of the night. But with my emotions heightened, his ability to temporarily cure my loneliness, and a whole bunch of alcohol running rampant through my system, I was open to the idea of whatever.

      And not much later, that whatever came in the form of a kiss.

      I’m not sure how we went from our playful conversation to a heavy make-out session outside the door of my hotel room, but it happened. I felt like a teenage girl coming back from a date except I didn’t have to worry about my overprotective Irish father opening the door and pummeling my date for ravishing his daughter.

      For every second our lip-lock continued, it pushed our working relationship into a dangerous territory. Artie was a great kisser, and I was slowly losing control of my ability to put a stop to what was happening. I knew if what we were doing moved to the other side of the door, we’d be waking up in the same bed the next morning. Not a good idea.

      I had already made that mistake with a previous partner, and he’d ended up dead. Not because of me, but still…

      I mustered up all the willpower I could and pulled away. And trust me when I say that, because it had been awhile since I’d had anyone fine-tune my engine.

      Artie understood and didn’t make a big deal about it. “You’re right. We had a fun time, and things got a little out of control.”

      “Maybe more than a little.”

      He laughed at my joke. “Let’s not let what happened tonight affect our work, okay?”

      “I can do that,” I said.

      I gave him a hug goodbye and closed the door to my hotel room. A few minutes later I fell asleep midway through pleasuring myself. That’s how Abby Kane rolls.
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      Somchai had no idea why the mastermind had called him. He had never personally spoken to this person before. Any communication always came through a strict chain of command. Somchai initially thought Gai’s death had been leaked and the mastermind had called for an answer. But that wasn’t the case. The reason was for an entirely different matter: one involving the FBI agent and the SFPD detective.

      “The two individuals pretending to be Team Carlson, have they solved the first Attraction?”

      Somchai had been so concerned with fixing his Gai problem that he hadn’t monitored the progress of Team Carlson. He quickly went to his laptop and saw that the team had uploaded a photo for approval.

      “Yes, they have made an upload. I’m very sorry for my delay in forwarding the pictures on to you.”

      It was Somchai’s responsibility to ensure that any submitted photos or video evidence met the game’s guidelines. If that requirement were met, he would then forwarded the contents to the mastermind for approval. With that said, Somchai couldn’t help but wonder how the mastermind had discovered that Team Carlson had made an upload. Somchai hadn’t even known about it. He decided not to question but to only provide answers.

      He promptly forwarded the pictures of the noodle cart containing the human eyeballs and waited on the phone. A few seconds passed before the voice on the other end spoke.

      “The som tum from Team Creeper was better. How are Team Creeper’s efforts coming along on the second Attraction?”

      Is this a trick question? Does the mastermind know? Am I being tested? A flurry of thoughts raced through Somchai’s head before he answered. “Team Creeper has been slow to start the second Attraction. Perhaps he wants to make another favorable impression.”

      “Good. That’s helpful.”

      “If I might be so bold as to ask, how is that helpful?”

      “I’m changing the second Attraction.”

      Somchai lowered the phone a bit as he took a moment to digest what he had just heard. “Will this change be for all teams playing through Bangkok?”

      “No. It will only apply to Team Creeper. I’m excited to see what he delivers. He has become my favorite player. I will be waiting patiently. Ensure that there are no delays this time.”

      “Very well. I will familiarize my team with the new Attraction and make any necessary changes to the game play. We will not disappoint.” Somchai waited for an answer but heard nothing, not even the slight wheeze he had heard earlier. The line had gone dead.

      Somchai tapped away on his laptop, eager to see the new Attraction. What he saw made his stomach drop.
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      I woke the next morning with a slight headache, nothing too terrible that a large glass of water and couple of aspirin couldn’t tackle. After a quick shower, I changed into fresh clothing and put a call into Kang.

      “Hi, Abby. I was just about to call you.”

      “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “Better. My stomach’s no longer doing somersaults, and I don’t think I need an adult diaper to leave my room.”

      “Too much information, but I’m glad you’ve regained control of your body.”

      Kang chuckled. I told him to meet me downstairs for breakfast, and I would bring him up to speed. I had already spoken to Artie that morning. The conversation wasn’t awkward. He had a new witness for his human som tum case and wanted to track that person down. It was fine with me. I told him Kang and I would continue with the game play and that we could update each other when the time comes.

      Twenty-five minutes later, Kang had a cup of coffee pressed to his lips, and I had my tea steeping in a mug. We both picked at a plate of fresh lychee and sliced dragon fruit.

      “Everything went as planned last night, no hiccups.” I showed Kang the pictures Artie had taken.

      “That looks real,” Kang said as he plucked a lychee from the plate and peeled off the reddish-pink rind.

      “Fish guts. I uploaded a few photos after we finished rigging the crime scene and am now awaiting approval. Speaking of…” I reached into my bag and removed my laptop. I hadn’t yet checked for an answer. “Let’s see if we completed the task.”

      I fired up the game. A few seconds later, Kang and I were treated to a firework display congratulating us on our success. We gave each other a high five, and I then clicked on the second Attraction. We were hopeful that we might have caught up with the other team, since there had been no reports of another murder in the city yet.

      We watched as the animated scroll unraveled, revealing our riddle.

      Look up to find the cure for a Bangkok hangover.

      “Look up to find the cure for a Bangkok hangover,” Kang and I both repeated the phrase at once. I thought the hangover part of the riddle certainly made sense for a city known for indulging in libations, but the rest of the riddle made no immediate sense to me.

      “What do you think?” I asked, looking at Kang.

      He shrugged. “Definitely something having to do with partying.”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing. If we take the riddle literally, then it’s about recovery. Maybe a food that helps with a hangover.”

      “A fruit from a tree?” Kang pushed his bottom lip up and shrugged.

      “That’s a thought. But if it’s not literal, then the answer would only loosely tie into that theme.”

      We continued to stare at the laptop screen, thinking that would somehow reveal the answer.

      “This can’t be hard. We’re the ones making it a chore,” I said, stabbing my fork at a piece of dragon fruit. “Deranged psychopaths are figuring this stuff out. Why can’t we?”

      “Hey, give it a chance. We just got the riddle. Who knows how long it takes the others to figure this stuff out?”

      “Not long, I’ll tell you that. If it did, they wouldn’t bother. They don’t need the game to kill.”

      “Yeah, but you yourself said the gameplay can heighten the high they get from their kills, so…”

      Sheesh, Kyle. Do you have to remember every single thing I say? I chewed and swallowed the sweet fruit before forking another piece. “Okay. Let’s think this through like we always do. The riddles always tie into the city somehow through something iconic. What could tie Bangkok and hangover together that would make sense for a lot of people… Wait. The Hangover movie. The second one that takes place in Bangkok.”

      Kang snapped his fingers. “That’s right. The riddle says to look up… The bar! The one with the gold dome on top of that tall building. It’s where that Asian gangster, Chow, is arrested. That has to be the place.”

      Kang positioned the laptop in front of him and Googled the bar from the movie. A second later, results populated the browser page. “It’s called the Sky Bar.” He clicked on a picture of the rooftop bar, and it expanded in the browser.

      “Looks like we’re having drinks tonight,” I said.
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      The Creeper stood at the west entrance to Soi Cowboy as men of all ages and races shuffled by him, eager to experience the famous landmark and all its offerings. Above every bar were exuberant displays of neon signage that closely mimicked the Las Vegas strip: names like Sahara’s, Rio, and Baccara were clearly homage to Sin City.

      The Creeper had both hands resting comfortably inside the pockets of his black slacks. The top two buttons on his blue button-down shirt were undone, and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. It was business casual for the night. He was freshly shaved and wore cologne that would have most women turning their head to follow the scent.

      After a few minutes of taking in the circus before him, the Creeper walked confidently down the soi. Creep. Creep. Creep.

      Young women, scantily clad in their uniforms resembling either sexy cheerleader outfits or the wardrobe from a Victoria’s Secret runway show, stood outside their respective bars, enticing men to come inside. It didn’t take long for them to notice the handsome farang with the sexy bed hair.

      “Hey, good-looking, come with me,” squealed a tiny woman wearing a sequined halter top with matching short shorts. She latched both hands onto his right arm and pulled him, with surprising force, toward her bar.

      The Creeper smiled. If you only knew. If you only knew.

      He shook his arm loose only to have two other women from the bar opposite clamp onto him and try their luck. The Creeper indulged them and playfully resisted all the way to the bar’s outdoor seating. He again shook his arm free, smiled and walked away.

      The Creeper wasn’t eager to settle for the first piece of arm candy that came his way. He knew there were over twenty bars to peruse and hundreds of girls to choose from. Plus, he had an advantage.

      Not only was the Creeper a white farang, considered the most handsome of foreigners by Thai women, but he was also a seriously good-looking one. His looks were good enough that a working girl might even throw him a freebie, something almost all visiting men were largely unsuccessful at obtaining.

      He continued his slow walk, ignoring the calls of the women and, instead, allowed the thumping dance music from each bar to fill his ears. His head swayed from side to side as he marched down the aisle, shopping.

      The Creeper was in search of something special—innocence—a girl fresh from the rural countryside of Thailand, one that had not become jaded or turned into a calculating businesswoman. He wanted a girl who would genuinely like him, one who over time would even be convinced that he was there to whisk her away from this life—her prince in shining armor. It would make the kill so much more pleasurable.

      At the end of the soi, the Creeper stopped and faced one of the most popular bars on the strip: Baccara. He knew he would end up there, but still he shopped the other venues on the way, giving them an opportunity to win his business.

      Satisfied he had seen nothing of worth yet, he stepped up onto the wooden platform that led the way to a curtained door manned by a bouncer. Inside the bar, urban hip-hop thumped against his chest, and his eyes settled on the stage in front of him. Standing on a lighted floor were no fewer than twenty bikini-clad women in stilettos, gyrating for the audience of men who occupied stadium seating around the bar.

      The Creeper did a once-over and saw that there were no available seats; there wasn’t even standing room in the aisle. He looked up above the stage to the ceiling, which was actually the bottom of the see-through stage on the second floor. From below, everyone had a clear view of the dancers in their mini-skirts. None of them wore any underwear. The girls upstairs are better anyway, he thought as he maneuvered his way through the crowded aisle.

      At the top of the stairs, he faced an equally packed sitting area, but a nearby mama-san noticed his predicament and approached him. “How many?”

      He held up one finger and smiled.

      She returned the smile before grabbing his arm and leading him to a corner table for two near the stage that had just been vacated.

      “What you want?” she asked as she mimicked taking a sip from a bottle in her hand.

      “Singha,” he replied.

      After she left his table, the Creeper turned his attention toward the ladies swaying their hips in front of him. It didn’t take long for the dancers to notice him and begin posturing for his attention. They smiled. They winked. They shimmied their breasts. A few went so far as to bend over and wiggle their behinds, ensuring he had a good look at the goods on offer.

      They all wanted to spend time with him. What was there not to like? Sex with a handsome man was better than sex with a fat, unattractive one, no matter how rich he appeared to be. And the Creeper knew this.

      One song later, a shift change occurred allowing the girls to exit the stage. One by one, they made their way to the Creeper; some even ignored the calls of other men to sit with them. The smiling prize at the corner table was too much of a draw. They knew one of them would go back to his hotel; why not be the lucky one?
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      The smell made him gag.

      Artie brought his arm up over his nose to help mask the rotten stench, but it did little to help. Another officer walked over to him and offered him a small bottle of aroma oil. Artie thanked him and put a dab under his nose. It barely worked, but it would have to do.

      The naked body of a young woman still lay tied to the bed, marinating in its own bodily fluids, though most of it had soaked into the thin mattress. The femur bone was visible in both thighs, as if an animal had gnawed on each leg right down to the bone. But Artie knew that wasn’t the case. Off to the side of the bed lay the culprit—a metal grater. Bits of dried flesh still lay trapped in its teeth.

      The walls of the studio apartment had been covered in gray egg crate foam, and the window had been nailed shut. The poor girl could have screamed her heart out, and the neighbors wouldn’t have heard a peep.

      Her purse sat on a table with her belongings still inside: a wallet, a cell phone, makeup, a toothbrush, deodorant, facial cleanser, and a few other toiletries—a mini-travel bag typical for a bar girl. It contained everything they needed to clean up after seeing a customer, especially if they spent the night.

      Artie noticed a few crumpled bar receipts from the Shark bar. He tried the phone, but it was locked, though a selfie of the girl served as the wallpaper. Artie had seen enough. He let his men know he had both the girl’s phone and identification before leaving the apartment.

      He hopped onto his motorbike and zoomed between cars and buses until he arrived at Soi Cowboy. Thong Lo police officers were always stationed at the eastern entrance to the soi. He knew most of them. It was their job to keep order in the area, and they did so with an iron fist.

      Artie nodded at the men before heading straight for the Shark bar. It was the second one on the right and one of the most popular on the tiny strip. Pretty girls in white skin-tight dresses stood outside. Their job was “reception”. They did their best to corral men inside and also to provide company to those who sat outside to drink and people-watch. He knew one of them, a young brunette named Pla. She couldn’t have been older than twenty-two.

      She smiled pleasantly at Artie as he approached. “Hi, Artie. Come to see me tonight?”

      “Sorry. I’m on duty.”

      She lowered her face and let her bottom lip quiver. “You never come to see me,” she said softly. She then hooked her arm around his and quickly produced a fresh smile. “I’ll take you to see mama-san.”

      Pla knew that Artie was a detective and that there was only one reason he would ever come inside the bar. She led him past a crowd of Japanese men who stood frozen just inside the entrance. Their mouths gaped as they stared at the line-up of young girls dressed in barely-there clothing.

      Pla maneuvered Artie around the gawkers and up four flights of narrow stairs to where the head mama-san had her office. Pla gave Artie a friendly squeeze to the arm and a peck on the cheek before leaving.

      A woman in her mid-fifties looked up from her seat behind a desk. Her long black hair hung past her shoulders. Streaks of gray were starting to make their appearance, but the chestnut-brown skin on her face remained smooth and relatively free of wrinkles. Her eyebrows narrowed, and her quiet demeanor disappeared as she realized who stood before her.

      “Artie,” she called out. She slapped an open palm against the desk. “Why are you harassing me? What did I do?”

      Artie shook his head, not sure why he deserved this attitude. He had known the mama-san, Jay, for over fifteen years.

      She waved a dismissive hand at him and further crinkled her brow. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. Your men came into my bar tonight and shut me down for one hour. What bullshit is this? Huh? What did I do?”

      It all made sense to him now. Every so often, the officers stationed at the eastern entrance to Soi Cowboy would enter a club to make sure all business licenses were up to date, all girls working were of legal age, and to inspect whatever else they felt like checking.

      During this time, business in the bar literally came to a halt. The lights were turned on. The music was shut off. The girls stopped dancing, and no alcohol was served. The customers inside usually sat there perplexed as the girls tried to keep them calm and prevent them from fleeing. These impromptu visits cost the bar and the girls a lot of money.

      “Sorry, Jay. You know I don’t control what they do.”

      “Bullshit!”

      The conversation was fast becoming a losing battle and a waste of Artie’s time. He pulled out the cell phone he had taken from the crime scene earlier and showed the picture of the girl to the mama-san.

      Jay stood and leaned across the desk for a closer look. “Where is she?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. “It’s been over one week since she’s been to work. She never told me she wanted to holiday.” Jay’s aggravation levels continued to rise. She was now pacing the small office, waving her arms around to emphasize her words. “You know I don’t have time for this girl. You tell her I cut, cut, cut. One thousand baht every day.”

      “Jay.” Artie tried to get a word in. “Jay…”

      “If she doesn’t come back, I cut salary. I cut everything.”

      Jay continued with her rant, prompting Artie to finally grab the woman by both arms and give her a little shake. “Jay, calm down. This girl, she works here?”

      “Yes, Kim works here. Six months, now. Where is she?”

      “We found her body tonight. She’s dead.”

      Jay sucked in a quick breath before her legs gave way. Artie moved quickly to catch the stunned woman before she crumpled to the floor. He gently sat her down and watched the tears build in her eyes before spilling over. She had gone from raving lunatic to distraught mother in a mere heartbeat.

      “No, no, no,” she said softly. “Not Kim. She was a good girl. I love all my girls, but Kim—she was special.”

      Artie didn’t doubt that Jay loved her. The fines that she imposed on her girls for not coming to work or being late were strictly business and didn’t affect how she felt about them. She had been a second mother to most.

      “I think a customer was responsible.”

      Jay wiped at her tears with the back of her hand before looking at Artie. “Customer? Why?”

      Artie described what the man might have looked like. “Think, Jay; do you remember or maybe your staff can⁠—”

      “I don’t remember seeing this man.” Energy returned to her movements as she stood.

      “What about the other mama-sans? Think they might know more?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I told you: Kim hasn’t shown up for work in over one week.”

      Artie decided to breach the subject of Kim trying out a new venue for work. It could be a touchy subject, but he had a case to solve. “Jay, do you think it’s possible Kim was working at another bar?”

      “Work someplace else?” Jay’s eyes shot up toward Artie. “I don’t know; maybe that’s why she hasn’t come to work. She makes good money here. I don’t know why she would want to go work at another bar.”

      Artie had found one other lone receipt in Kim’s bag. It was for a bar at Nana Plaza. His next stop.
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      The Carlsons, a.k.a. Kyle and I, had cleaned up and were ready to party. We set off at around nine that night for our excursion to the Lebua Hotel, which housed the famous rooftop Sky Bar. We had opted to dress casually, as most tourists do, rather than to wear appropriate cocktail attire with our disguises. I knew we were heading out for one reason, but I had already decided to play up the tourist role by snapping a bunch of pictures for Ryan and Lucy and, of course, grabbing a cocktail for myself from one of the world’s highest open-air bars.

      It was a straight shot up to the sixty-fourth floor rooftop. The doors opened and we were immediately greeted by restaurant staff and guided to the bar. A few steps later, we exited the gold-topped dome and faced the most amazing cityscape view I had ever seen. It shut me up for a good minute.

      I stood and stared until Kang nudged me forward, down a flight of stairs to where the actual bar was situated. I continued walking right up to the edge of the granite-tiled terrace, where three to four feet of neatly manicured bushes kept people safely away from the short stucco wall that wrapped around the rooftop. There I drew a long breath and settled into a content smile.

      From up here, the city shook off its red-light glow and sparkled like the kings’ jewels. The Chao Phraya could be seen snaking its way around magnificent skyscrapers that punched upwards into the night like electronic candlesticks. Surely no photograph could fully capture and translate what on-site gazing could deliver.

      We spent a solid half hour fixated on the view, which allowed me to take thirty-plus pictures with my phone. Only ten were selfies. I posted a few of the pictures to my Instagram account and texted Ryan and Lucy about the upload. It didn’t take long for the kids to respond with a barrage of text messages.

      Eventually, Kang and I pulled ourselves away and went to work, posing as Team Carlson. This time, we knew to look for the young girl from the temple, the one who had given us the answer to our last riddle. We headed straight to the bar and got drinks, and then strolled along the rooftop, keeping our eyes peeled for our target. She could be dressed as an employee of the restaurant or even a guest, like ourselves. I didn’t mind the slow walk while I sipped my Jameson.

      Kang spotted her first. “There she is. One o’clock, selling roses.”

      We positioned ourselves in her path and a few minutes later, she approached Kang and asked if he would like to buy me a rose. “Only 700b,” she told him. Kang started to balk at the price. I playfully hugged him. “Aww, come on sweetie; that’s like twenty-three bucks.” I also threw my elbow into his side to remind him of why we were here.

      Kang pulled out his wallet and handed the girl a 1,000b note while mentioning the name of the game. In return, she handed me a rose with gold wrapping along the stem—the only one in her basket to have it. Kang held his hand out and waited for his change. The girl smiled at him before turning away. I threw another elbow into his side before he could protest.

      We walked to an area where the foot traffic was minimal before I said anything. “I wonder if ‘rose’ is our answer.”

      Kang shrugged. “Could be. If not, we’ll just run down the list: red rose, gold wrapping, 700b…”

      I went ahead and removed the gold wrapping around the stem. Written on the inside was the phrase The Big Mango.

      “Mango?” Kang had pulled his chin back, giving himself a pair of them.

      “Yeah, it’s a nickname for Bangkok. I take it you’ve never heard of it.”

      Kang drained the last of his beer before looking at his watch. “It’s a little after ten. Should we head back to the hotel and punch in the answer?”

      I was about to nod my head in agreement but hesitated. “You know what? Let’s have one more drink, then we’ll head back. We’re not robots. We need a little R&R from time to time.”

      “Good move, Agent.” Kang wasted no time heading back to the bar to grab us another round, and I went back to enjoying the rooftop sights.

      By the time we planted our feet back on street level, it was 11:00 p.m. Still, there was no shortage of sightseers funneling themselves into the building for a drink at the famous bar. We pushed through the crowd and onto the sidewalk that was lined by six or seven food vendors.

      We both stopped in front of a cart that sold grilled pork. It was as if our stomachs had read each other’s minds. The vendor moved his hand along the small grill, flipping the skewered morsels of tender meat over one by one. The red-hot coals seared from the fatty drippings, sending billowing gray straight up my nose. It smelled like my kind of heaven. Kang motioned for two. I quickly told him I wanted two for myself. He smiled and then changed the two fingers he held out to four.

      We stood by the vendor while we munched until a taxi tout approached us. “Taxi? I have taxi, take you hotel.”

      We needed a taxi, so we followed the man. He led us down the soi, away from the vendors and toward a dark alley. Kang and I stopped. It was obvious to us there was no taxi there. Before we could turn and head back to where the vendors were situated, four men appeared from the darkened alley and closed in.

      The one nearest us wrapped his arms around me, immobilizing my arms. I instinctively threw my head back into his face. He cried out and released me. I followed up with a hard elbow to his gut. From the corner of my eye, I could see Kang engaged in his own fight with two men. I wasn’t worried about him; I had already seen what the guy could do.

      I wasn’t in the mood for a street fight and had my weapon tucked away in my purse. I quickly backed away from my attacker to buy me time to get to it, but another man had already closed in, and he kicked my purse right out of my hands. Perhaps he sensed what I was about to do, or perhaps he just got lucky with his kick. Either way I was faced with what my father lovingly called “a swingin’ donnybrook”.

      I raised both arms into a defensive position and easily blocked two fist strikes from the man who had kicked my purse away. I wasn’t so lucky with the leg kick into my side. I doubled over from the pain and took an elbow to the face. It was then that I realized he was a skilled fighter—Muay Thai, possibly. Before I could recover fully, he struck a third time and in seconds had me kissing the street.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kang held his ground against his two attackers. He, too, quickly realized both were trained in Muay Thai, but their level of skill wasn’t enough to overcome the detective’s lifelong pursuit of mastering the art of kung fu.

      It didn’t take long for Kang to deliver two perfect tiger strikes to one of his attackers. He heard the dull snap of a rib and watched the man double over. He clamped his hands on the back of the man’s head and followed up with a knee strike to his face. The man was unconscious before he hit the asphalt.

      That’s when something hard hit the back of Kang’s head, sending him down to one knee. Dazed and with his sight blurred, he never saw the foot rushing straight toward his face, snapping his head back.

      Kang’s instincts took over, and he covered up with his arms as he anticipated another blow, fearful of what would happen should he take another direct hit. Another kick did come, but his arms soaked up the bulk of the impact. By then, his eyesight had righted, and he fended off yet another strike from the man’s leg.

      Kang retaliated with a foot sweep, knocking his attacker to the ground. He pounced onto the man’s chest and delivered a fury of fist strikes until his attacker lay unconscious.

      Kang rose to his feet quickly, arms up, ready to defend or strike. He knew at least four men had attacked them. Spinning around, his balance still a bit wobbly, he counted three men on the street. The two near him were not moving. A wooden bat lay next to one of them. The third man lay a few feet away, moaning. The fourth was nowhere to be seen. He had disappeared. And so had Kane.
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      Kang reached inside his coat and felt his weapon sitting securely in its holster. A relief, considering a crowd of Thais had gathered around him; they didn’t look friendly.

      He removed his wallet from his back pocket and held up his badge. “I’m a police officer,” he said, not sure if anyone understood him. They didn’t.

      The crowd’s concern wasn’t that Kang had just been attacked or that he had in his possession a badge, but that he had just attacked one of their own. And it wasn’t pleasing to them.

      “They attacked me first,” he continued. “You saw that, right?”

      Kang’s pleas went unheeded. Members of the crowd, made up of food hawkers and motortaxi drivers, shouted at him while pointing at their fallen compatriots. Kang didn’t know what they were saying, but he didn’t like their tone.

      At this point, the crowd of angry Thais formed a circle around him. He had to remove himself from the situation. Fast. He looked around for an escape route but saw something better.

      He approached a motortaxi. “Sorry, pal.” Kang pushed the owner off the bike and hopped on. He hit the electronic starter and gunned the engine before the confused man could react. Off he went, weaving the bike around the mob. In the process, he took a few blows but eventually bypassed them all. But Kang wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      He looked back to see that the other motortaxis had given chase. There were six closing in on him. Kang twisted the throttle back and sped down the soi. He had no idea where he was headed—he hoped not deeper into the neighborhood.

      The only thought Kang had managed at that moment had been to make it to the safe house that he and Kane had secured at another hotel. It had been Kane’s idea to book an extra room at a different hotel as a just-in-case. If something did go wrong, they both knew to head to that location.

      Up ahead, a sea of red brake lights lit up the dark street. Kang did what he saw every other person in Bangkok do while riding a motorbike: He threaded the traffic and drove between the cars.

      A large truck shrunk the gap up ahead, and Kang didn’t like the odds of trying to squeeze by. He slowed and drove between the front and back of two cars, heading for the other Thai road: the sidewalk.

      Not a smart move.

      It was crowded with vendors and their customers. The horn on the bike bleated out as Kang shouted for the shopping crowd to clear the path, but not before he knocked a few to the ground. That slowed him down enough for one of his pursuers to ride up alongside of him and start punching him. Kang used his long leg to kick the front wheel of the other motortaxi, causing the man to lose control and crash into a vendor’s table full of fake Rolex watches.

      Shouts and screams erupted behind Kang as he sped off. He had extinguished one of his pursuers, but another quickly filled the spot right behind him. The rest were still giving chase from the road. Kang knew he had to get off the sidewalk. It slowed him down.

      To make matters worse, the sidewalk made a sharp left up ahead. He would have to slow his bike considerably to make the turn. He had maybe thirty seconds to figure out a plan. As he closed in, he realized the sidewalk actually turned into steps that led to a bridge. Not an ideal situation. But there was another option. One that Kang wasn’t thrilled about.

      He gunned the engine of the motorbike, and it picked up speed. He watched the speedometer climb: 60km, 80km, 100km. He feared the old bike would never reach its top speed of 160km. He could already hear the engine straining while the vibration in the handlebars became increasingly worse.

      Kang aimed the bike toward a narrow wooden table that had been leaned against a low wall—a makeshift ramp. He was about to attempt a jump of epic portions, one that the famous daredevil Evel Knievel would never have undertaken.

      Kang had no idea what the span of the canal was or whether he had enough speed to propel himself safely to the other side. Or even if there was another side. He hoped there was one. He took one last look at the gang of motorbikes chasing him before gripping the handlebars tighter. He lowered his head and prayed he wasn’t making the stupidest decision ever.

      Within seconds, the motorbike hit the ramp and launched into the air. Kang let out a yell as the bike sailed off in the darkness over what he could only imagine was a watery staph infection waiting to envelop him. His eyes searched for the other side, but all he saw was blackness. Doubt, then regret, filled his mind. What the hell did I just do?

      The engine of the 135cc bike whined as Kang held the throttle open, hoping that somehow it would add to the propulsion of the bike. But as fast as the bike rose, it started to fall. Gravity had sunk its hooks into the flying machine and was beginning to pull it back to Earth.

      Kang’s high-pitched scream echoed into the night as he readied himself for an unavoidable crash landing into a polluted canal. But no sooner had that thought crossed his mind than hope appeared in the form of a flat, cement embankment, one that led to a road.

      Kang knew he could stick that landing. He was sure of it. A perfect touchdown would set him free from his pursuers. He just needed to reach the other side. But there was one problem. The bike was falling short.
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      A dark bag sporting a smell reminiscent of motor oil had been secured over my head, eliminating my ability to see or even detect the slightest source of light, but still, I knew I had been thrown into the trunk of a vehicle. The sound of an engine, jerky movements, and a bad suspension that sent periodic jolts into my spine only confirmed the obvious.

      I didn’t squander any precious time trying to decipher how I had ended up in that situation. That was an answer I could ponder later, after I escaped, which was my only concern at the time. Instead, I kept track of how many turns and stops the vehicle made. I wasn’t sure if it would help, but I did it anyway like my life depended on it. It probably did.

      For twenty minutes, I made mental notes of the vehicle’s movements. There were many things to count, and I worried I would start to lose track. But no sooner had that thought waltzed into my mind than the vehicle came to a stop, and the engine shut off.

      I could hear the voices of two Thai men speaking and the crunch of gravel from their footsteps nearing. A beat later, I heard the click of a latch. Rough hands grabbed me by my arms and yanked me out of the trunk. My legs flailed for a second before finding their footing on the ground.

      I could still only detect the two men, but I had to assume there might be more. They each grabbed an arm and ushered me forward, grunting in Thai. Left and right they jerked me forward. I wondered for a second if they were drunk but tossed that thought. I was pretty sure one of my captors was part of the group of men that had ambushed Kang and me.

      The two men dragged me forward until my feet bumped up against stairs. Up we went, me half walking, half being carried. I counted five flights of stairs. We walked for what felt like another ten feet before we stopped abruptly. I heard a knock on a door, then I felt a whoosh of cool air before my captors escorted me into an air-conditioned room.

      After a few steps, one of them forced me to sit down on a metal chair. A hand grabbed the bag that covered my head but not before more discussion took place. I could only guess that my captors were debating whether they should remove it.

      Seconds later, I sucked in a deep breath as the manufactured air chilled my hot and sweaty face. I struggled to open my eyes, but the light in the room stung, forcing me to squint at best. I could see that there was a desk in front of me with someone sitting behind it. I decided against speaking and focused on regaining my eyesight.

      “Do you know why you are here?” The male voice had a Thai accent and came from across the desk. I shook my head no.

      “We’re here to help you, Agent Kane.”

      They know who I am?

      “There is a man killing women in Bangkok. We can give you information that will help you capture him.”

      Who is killing women? Is this about the game? A million thoughts raced through my mind as I worked to comprehend what he had said to me. “Who are you, and how do you know who I am?”

      “Agent Kane, we’ve known about you for some time.”

      This has got to be about the game. “Are you the mastermind behind the Chinatown Chase?”

      “The man you’re after calls himself the Creeper.”

      I know that name from the leaderboard. Team Creeper is in Bangkok. “I’m supposed to know who that is?”

      “Don’t pretend to be stupid, Agent. You know what this is about.”

      By now, my eyesight had normalized and allowed me to look directly at the plump man behind the voice, except he wore a clear plastic mask that disguised his face. It was disturbing.

      He went on to give an accurate description of what we knew the Creeper to look like, but still, I didn’t know why the people behind the game were helping me to catch one of their players. Perhaps they had lost control of him and wanted him eliminated, literally. Or they were setting me up.

      “How do I know you’re not lying to me? Surely you must know how odd this conversation is,” I asked.

      “He made som tum out of human flesh.”

      Okay, he got that right. “Why are you helping me? Answer that.”

      “Catch him, Agent Kane, and we’ll answer all your questions.”

      “You seem to think that the information you’ve given me is revolutionary. It’s nothing we didn’t already know. You’ve got to give me more.”

      “If you wish. The Creeper has completed the first Attraction and will soon take on the second one.”

      “So he’ll head over to the Sky Bar like I did tonight for an answer to the riddle?” I was unsure about Kang’s status, so I decided not to acknowledge him.

      “No.”

      My patience with his cryptic answers started to run thin. I let out a breath. “Are you telling me the game play differs for each player?”

      “The Creeper has a specific task for completing the second Attraction, one that will lead him right to you.”

      “Really? I’m all ears.”

      “He’s been ordered to eliminate Team Carlson.”
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      The back wheel of the motorbike took the brunt of the impact as it fell short of the embankment. The jolt that followed sent Kang up and over the handlebars, flying through the air like a wannabe superhero, but Kang had the mindset to tuck into a roll as he landed, minimizing what surely would have been an impressive amount of road rash.

      Kang lay on his back, dazed for a brief moment, before hurrying to his feet. He scanned the bridge and saw the motorbike gang fighting their way through the crowd. Kang turned and ran in the opposite direction toward a taxi that had just dropped off a fare. He jumped in the back seat.

      “The Sheraton on Sukhumvit,” he called out in an even tone, not wanting to alert the driver. His torn and soiled suit had already caused the young man to give pause on whether he should take the fare. Not wanting to take any chances, Kang offered up a flat rate as opposed to using the meter. “Three hundred baht,” he said, knowing the fare would only have been about 90 baht if the meter had been used. The driver jiggled the stick shift into gear and took off. Money talks.

      The yellow and green cab sped down Rama IV Road heading southeast before turning onto Asoke Road and continuing north. From there, it was a straight shot to Sukhumvit. Kang patted his back pocket and felt his wallet, but his cell phone was gone. All he could surmise was that he must have lost it in the crash. At least he still had his weapon.

      The Sheraton was near the Asoke skytrain stop. Unfortunately before reaching it, the cab slammed into stop-and-go traffic. Mostly stop. At the rate the cab continued to inch along the road, Kang figured he could make better time on foot and exited the vehicle. It didn’t take long for him to notice the stares. He took another look at his tattered suit and realized it wasn’t helping him to blend in.

      Custom tailor shops hawking “suits in a day” littered the Sukhumvit area. Kang figured a fresh change of clothes would go a long way considering he had no idea if he was still being followed. He walked twenty feet before spotting Raji’s Fashions. A sign on a sandwich card outside the shop touted 399b suits. The price was right, and Kang made a left turn into the store.

      Inside, a short, Indian man with a round belly greeted Kang and quickly gave him a cautious once over before grinning. “Hello, my friend. Rough night?”

      “You can say that.”

      “Okay. You’ve come to the right place. We tailor the best suits in all of Bangkok.”

      “Can you give me something now?” Kang watched the smile on the salesperson’s face disappear.

      “My friend, it is late. I can deliver a new suit tomorrow evening.”

      “Not good enough. I need something now. There must be something you can do. I don’t want to take my business elsewhere.” Kang looked outside the shop as if he were already considering that thought.

      The salesperson took a second to realize Kang’s seriousness before whipping out a tape measure. Twenty minutes later, Kang exited the shop wearing one of the outfits from a mannequin. The pants were a bit short, but the rest of the beige ensemble fit his frame relatively okay.

      Feeling better about his appearance, Kang continued north until he reached Sukhumvit Road. Thais and tourists trafficked the area thanks to the numerous bars and restaurants, the Terminal 21 shopping center and the Soi Cowboy entertainment center.

      Along the way, he passed a street vendor selling disposable phones and purchased one. Kang topped up the SIM card at a nearby 7/11 before dialing Kane’s cell but got voicemail. He left a message that he was heading out for a bite to eat—code for heading to the safe location. Kang had another number to call. He dug through his wallet and pulled out the business card Artie had given him.

      “Artie, it’s Kyle.”

      “Detective, I’m glad you called. We got a break in the som tum case. I was⁠—”

      “Artie, we got ambushed tonight.”

      “What?”

      “A bunch of thugs jumped us as we were leaving the Lebua hotel. We had gone there to visit the Sky Bar and collect our answer to the second riddle.”

      “Wait, are you sure this wasn’t a mugging?”

      “Positive. We were led to a group of men by a taxi tout.”

      “But who⁠—”

      “It has to be someone connected with the game. No one else in Thailand, except for your department, knows we’re here and why.”

      Artie blurted out a barrage of questions, seeking more information, but Kang stopped him. “Artie, listen to me. I’m okay, but Abby…she’s missing. I need your help.”

      Kang explained that he couldn’t return to the Landmark Plaza because someone could be waiting there for him. He also didn’t want to let Artie know that he and Abby had a safe location. At that moment, Kang didn’t trust anyone. He would only give the Thai detective the information needed to help find Abby. Artie told Kang to meet him on the first floor of the Terminal 21 shopping center in twenty minutes.

      Kang figured he was ten minutes away by foot and moved quickly to get there before Artie. Not wanting to take any chances, he ducked inside a men’s clothing store and waited. The detective was true to his word and showed up at the mall right on the twenty-minute mark. Kang approached him from behind

      “Artie,” he said placing a hand on the detective’s shoulder.

      Artie jumped. “Are you okay?” he asked, looking Kang over after regaining his composure.

      “I’m fine. Is there a place here where we can talk privately?” Kang asked, looking around.

      “Yes. Upstairs on the fifth floor, there’s a quiet bar.”

      Artie led the way up a multitude of escalators. Neither of them said anything until they were tucked away in a corner table that overlooked the surrounding hotels.

      Once the server left with their drink order, Kang told Artie everything that had happened to him from the moment he and Kane had left the Sky Bar until he had contacted the Thai detective.

      “And you never saw the men take her?”

      “No. At least, that’s what I think happened. It had to have.”

      “You have a phone now. Did you try calling her?”

      “Yes, but all I got was voicemail.” Kang tried Abby’s cell once more. A few seconds later, he shook his head. “I’m getting voicemail. There’s a chance she might not have her phone.”

      Artie watched Kang put the cell down on the table. “Just so you know, I already have men heading over to the hotel to question the vendors and taxi drivers. If we act now, there’s a good chance we can get information that might lead to finding her.”

      Kang’s eyes met the detectives. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but how confident are you that it’ll help?” Kang didn’t want to come off as distrusting of the efforts of the Thai police, but he had to ask.

      “Sometimes we find people; sometimes we don’t. Let’s hope we’re lucky this time around.”
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      Kang felt a little better after talking to Artie. “I’ll go back to the Lebua hotel with you. The vendors may know something about the men who attacked Abby and me.”

      “Look, that’s not a good idea. I know she’s your partner and you want to help, but trust me on this one. It’ll only cause more problems.”

      “What do you mean? I can finger the vendors who were there. Some of them even attacked me as I tried to escape.”

      “This is Thailand, not America. It’s better if a Thai person deals with these people.”

      “I understand,” Kang conceded somewhat begrudgingly.

      After the two made their way back outside, Kang waited until Artie took off on his motorbike before making his way to the Sheraton Hotel. It wasn’t far from the shopping center, across the busy Sukhumvit Road and another fifty or so yards west.

      He and Kane had already collected two key cards for the room and hid them independently in separate locations. Kang had no idea where Kane had put hers and vice versa. Most of the sidewalks in Bangkok were made of square bricks. Kang had found a loose tile near a bush, and that’s where he hid his card and hoped it had remained.

      When he reached the location, he sat down on a foot-high perimeter wall that separated the hotel property with the sidewalk. When no one was passing by, he lifted the loose stone. Underneath, he spotted the white hotel card and quickly pocketed it.

      A few minutes later, Kang exited the elevator on the twentieth floor of the hotel and headed to room 2077. He drew his weapon before pressing his ear up against the door, listening for a few seconds. Hearing nothing, he inserted the card key into the slot above the doorknob and entered the room. It was empty, and he saw no signs that Kane had been there. He had hoped that she had.

      Kang used the hotel phone to call his partner’s cell once more but, again, got her voicemail. Where are you, Abby?

      There was nothing more for Kang to do there. He left a message on the hotel’s pad of paper that he had gone out for a smoke—code for their original location.

      Kang thought it was important to head back to the Landmark and retrieve the laptop. There wasn’t much more he could do at the moment in the search for Abby aside from calling her contact at the embassy and alerting the cavalry, but that would only hurt their chances at capturing the mastermind.

      A big part of their advantage was their ability to keep their game play under the radar. Kang guessed their cover was already blown—it had to have been—but still, bringing more attention to the game by having a team of FBI agents fly into town to help find one of their own only drew more attention. Abby’s a capable agent and can handle herself, he reminded himself. He had to trust that she was okay.

      Kang exited the hotel and headed west on Sukhumvit to the Landmark Plaza. It was a fifteen-minute walk away. It was nearing one-thirty in the morning, but the sidewalks were still busy, mostly with packs of men.

      Kang knew Bangkok’s red-light districts were lively, but what surprised him was that it wasn’t contained to those two areas. The entire stretch of Sukhumvit Road from Soi Cowboy to Nana Plaza was one big party. Women, booze, and a variety of restaurants were readily available, in that order. A lonely man did not exist in Bangkok.

      Kang continued his quick walk and politely declined the repeated requests for a drink by the women who sat at the sidewalk bars. When he reached the hotel, he waited outside until he saw a large contingent of Japanese businessmen entering. He slipped within their ranks and walked with them through the lobby and into the elevator.

      Kang exited on the fifteenth floor of the Landmark and walked a short way to room 1515, Abby’s room. Abby had the foresight for each of them to keep a copy of the other’s room key. “Just in case,” he remembered her telling him.

      He pressed his ear against the door and listened for a few seconds before drawing his weapon and entering the room. It was empty, but he spotted Abby’s shoulder bag right away. He holstered the small Sig P239, his weapon of choice when traveling, and checked that the laptop was still inside. It was.

      Kang powered up the device, eager to plug in the answer they had received from the young girl at the Sky Bar. If the people behind the game were responsible for the attack, he wanted to send a message that they were still playing the game and that it would take more than a street fight to stop them.

      Once the game loaded and the paper scroll unraveled, Kang punched in the phrase The Big Mango.

      A few seconds later, the paper scroll unraveled further and revealed their task.

      Indulge in your favorite forbidden fruit.

      It was obvious to Kang that the task called for the player to kill one of the many women or men who hired out their services. Sickening, he thought to himself.

      He shut the computer down, slipped it back in the shoulder bag, and headed for his original room. Kang took the same precautions before entering as he had done with Abby’s room. He still believed someone could be watching him or, worse, setting up for another attack. Kang quickly changed into his own clothing and grabbed his passport from the hotel safe. Everything else he left untouched.
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      I woke up with a dull throbbing near the base of my skull and quickly concluded that a blow to my head had knocked me out. It was the only explanation I could think of that would have me waking up in what seemed to be a park—a dark park, I might add.

      I sat up and felt relatively okay, except for my head. None of my limbs appeared to be broken, and the best discovery yet was that I had been lying on my purse. Inside, I found my wallet. However, my brand new cell phone, my weapon and the three thousand baht, roughly a hundred dollars, I had in my wallet were gone. No surprise there, but at least I still had my ATM and credit cards.

      I sat up and started piecing together the events of the night from the moment we had left the Sky Bar to the fight on the street to the conversation with the masked man. That last one still felt like it never really happened, but it had. How else could I explain waking up under a tree? At the moment, I had more questions than I did answers.

      Was there trouble in gameland? Why else would they reach out to us? Is it just Bangkok, or are they having trouble in all the cities? Could the game really be unraveling? But the most pressing question in my mind was, if the man or men behind the game knew that Kang and I weren’t the real Carlsons, why let us continue to play the game? What do they have to gain from it? How long have they known?

      I didn’t know the answer, but I figured if they controlled the game, they determined what information we received. They’re in control. They’ve always been in control. And now they’re using us to fix a problem.

      I couldn’t be sure whether Kang had escaped the ambush or if he, too, had been taken and later released. I wished those men hadn’t taken my phone; I could have at least called him or checked to see if he had tried to reach me. With our identities compromised, I knew Kang would make his way back to the safe location we had set up. And that’s exactly where I intended to go.

      Off in the distance, I saw a line of streetlights—a road. If I could reach that area, I would be able to flag a cab, or so I hoped. My eyesight had adjusted fairly quickly to the dark. I could make out the trees and bushes around me, so I didn’t think I would have trouble navigating. However, there was one problem I wasn’t prepared for—the hissing I heard nearby.

      Still on my knees, I spun around and saw a shadowy, four-legged creature with a long tail approaching me. It hissed again just as it came out from the shadows of the tree and into the moonlight. It was a large monitor lizard, and it was heading my way.

      I popped to my feet faster than a kernel of corn hitting hot oil and took off for the highway. I looked back and saw that the mini-dragon was fast on my heels. What the hell is that thing doing in a park? I had no idea, but it looked hungry.

      Adrenaline raced through my body, moving my tiny legs at the speed of blur, or at least that’s the speed I hoped to be moving at. I had kicked off my sandals after my first few strides and continued barefoot.

      My heart thumped against my chest almost immediately. Sweat rained down my face and neck. The humidity in the air had begun its assault. All at once, it seemed like my clothes soaked up a bathtub of water and clung to my body like fresh papier-mâché, but I had no intention of slowing down and becoming that lizard’s late-night snack.

      With the reptile quickly gaining on me, I knew I had to throw that guy a curve ball or something close to it. I tried running in a zigzag course, hoping it didn’t have the agility to pivot while running. Wrong. It pivoted just fine.

      I must have sounded the alarm, because out of the corner of my eye, I saw another lizard scurrying toward me. What the hell? I had always thought these lizards were vegetarians, happy to eat fruits and vegetables. At least, that’s what I had always seen them eating in the zoo. Maybe they were opportunists and took advantage of sick or dead animals. Did I really look worse than I felt?

      I watched the scaly creature to my right close in on me. It had an angle that would put him on course for a collision with my legs.

      Without thought, my years of training from running the 110-meter hurdles as a teenager instinctively came back. I put my head down and focused on my own timing. At the right moment, I leaped. My left leg shot out in front, and my right foot bent at the knee as my arms powered me forward. I sailed over the confused creature.

      My form was dead-on for someone wearing jeans and clutching a small purse. I stuck my landing, and my legs continued to propel me forward. Up ahead, another lizard appeared, and I sailed effortlessly over that one as well. That night, I was leapin’ lizards.

      As I neared the road and the streetlights got brighter, I looked behind me and saw that the trio of lizards had backed off. I didn’t slow, though, and kept my pace until my feet hit the hard sidewalk. I took another peek behind and did not see them. They had disappeared. What kind of park lets five-foot-long lizards roam their grounds?

      I continued, barefoot, along the sidewalk, looking for a taxi. My clothes were drenched with sweat, and I was still breathing hard. From what I could tell, the only other people out here at this time of the night were working. Most of the streetwalkers I passed were ladyboys, but these ladyboys didn’t look much like ladies. They stared but said nothing as I passed them by. I didn’t feel threatened, confident I could take any one of them on, perhaps even two at once.

      One of them approached me cautiously. My guard was up, reasonable if you ask me, considering the night I’d had.

      The ladyboy spoke with a heavy accent. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Could you tell me where I am?”

      “Lumpini Park. You want cab?”

      “Yes. I need to go to Sukhumvit, near the Terminal 21 shopping center.”

      She motioned for me to stop and walked to the edge of the sidewalk. One of her heels buckled, but she quickly righted herself and flagged a taxi. She opened the back door and said something in Thai before looking back at me. “Okay, he take you, but must pay 200b. No meter.”

      At that point, I didn’t care if I overpaid, and I nodded that it was fine. I knew I had no money on me, but ATMs were abundant. The cabbie would have no choice but to wait and trust that I wouldn’t skip out on the fare. Worst-case scenario, I pull out my FBI badge and pull rank on the poor guy.
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      I exited the cab a block before the Sheraton hotel. I had hidden the key card to the room in a pebble garden near the hotel’s entrance. I waited for a few hotel guests to pass me by before bending down and digging under some rocks. The card was still there, and a wave of relief moved through my body.

      My blouse remained stuck to my chest and back, and my jeans had a fair share of grass stains on them, but other than that, I didn’t think I would draw any attention unless someone noticed I wasn’t wearing shoes. But this was Bangkok; I was sure the hotel staff saw people wander through the lobby in all sorts of dress. I walked steadily to the elevator, avoiding eye contact with anyone and headed up to the twentieth floor.

      When I reached the room, I stood outside the door for a minute listening. I didn’t have a weapon, so I was apprehensive about barging in, even though I knew the location was safe. I inserted the card key into the slot and slowly opened the door. The lights were on from the night’s turndown service, but the room itself was empty. I closed the door behind me and looked for any signs that Kang might have made it to the location before I did, but I saw nothing.

      I moved over to the hotel phone and dialed Kang’s cell. All I got was voicemail. I left a message saying I was at the restaurant. At the moment, all I could do was hope Kang had survived our attack and was making his way back to the location. I also had no way to get a hold of Artie. I had tossed his card after punching his phone number into my cell, which I didn’t have.

      When we checked into the hotel, I’d had the clarity of mind to stash a bag containing a change of clothes in the room. I had asked Kang if he’d wanted to do the same, but he said he could do without it; to each his own. I took a shower and changed into fresh jeans and a T-shirt.

      Afterward, I put a call into Reilly to update him on the situation. As usual, he wanted to send reinforcements. He even broached the subject of pulling me out.

      “Abby, this is serious. You have a member of the SFPD unaccounted for, he could be dead for all we know, and now there’s a bounty on your head.”

      “Calm down. We don’t know that. Kang’s a tough guy. I’m sure he’s alive somewhere.”

      “What makes you so sure of that?”

      “The men that attacked us, as far as I can tell, need us. It’s the only reason I can see why they would alert us that another team is targeting us. They could have let it play out and enjoyed the outcome, but they didn’t. Something’s wrong.”

      Reilly remained quiet on the line for a brief second before speaking again. “Okay, Abby. You’ve got twelve hours. If after that the situation still remains the same, I’m pulling you out. I’ll have to alert Detective Kang’s superiors about the situation. I can’t control what they will do, but I’ll encourage them to give you time. Hopefully they’ll have as much confidence in their guy as I do in you.”

      I thanked Reilly for the extra time and hung up. My next thought was to track down Artie by seeking help from his precinct in Thong Lo.

      I was about to leave when I heard a noise outside the door. I hit the lights and hid myself inside the closet near the room door. Is that Kyle? The closet door had slats. The levers pointed down, so I had some visibility. There was a flashlight hanging from the wall right above the hotel safe. It felt heavy enough to use as a club.

      I heard more movement outside the door and then a key card being inserted into the lock mechanism. A beat later, the door opened and the light from the hallway poured into the room. A shadowy figure entered, though because of my short stature, I could only see the bottom half of the person for a brief moment before the door closed and the room went dark. That was my opportunity.

      I shoved the door open, hoping I had timed it right and it would slam into whoever had entered. My timing seemed okay, because I heard a grunt and the sound of someone falling to the floor. I exited the closet and backed away while switching the flashlight on. Sitting on his butt and propped up by one arm was Kang, and he had a bloody nose.
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      “What the hell?” Kang cried out after I had switched on one of the lamps in the room.

      “I’m sorry. I had to take precautions. I’m unarmed,” I said as I moved his hand away from his nose. “It doesn’t look broken.” I grabbed a towel from the bathroom and handed it to him. “Do you want me to get some ice? I’m sure there’s a machine, or room service can⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” He got up and took a seat on the bed. He pulled the towel away from his nose and looked at it.

      I felt a little bad for the guy, but I didn’t regret looking out for myself. I grabbed two bottles of water from the mini-bar and handed one to Kang. “Use it as an ice pack.”

      Kang removed the towel and placed the bottle against his nose for few seconds before deciding it wasn’t really helping.

      “The bleeding seems to have stopped,” I said as I took a seat in a chair.

      “Bleeding nose aside, I’m really glad to see that you’re okay, Abby, but didn’t you see my note?” He walked over to the desk. “Hmm, well, I left a message here for you. I guess the maid thought it was trash.”

      “I glad you’re okay, too. Sorry about the nose.”

      Kang cracked a smile while waving a dismissive hand. We updated each other while he dabbed at his bloody nostrils.

      “We’re an actual task for this Creeper guy?” His response came muffled through the towel.

      “His goal is to deliver us dead in a creative way.”

      “Good luck,” Kang said with an eye roll. “I’ll kick that guy’s ass from here to Timbuktu.”

      “My thoughts exactly, but I think this masked man, mastermind or not, realizes this. I think they believe we’ll be the ones to prevail. They want this guy either locked up or dead. I’m sure dead is their preference.”

      “He must have pissed off someone big time to get ratted on like this,” Kang said as he pulled the towel away from his nose once again before cracking the seal on his bottle of water and taking a sip.

      “You know what keeps getting stuck in my mind?” I asked while leaning forward. “Why us? If he broke a rule or isn’t playing the game right or whatever, why not just ban him or freeze his account?”

      “Good question.”

      “We’re not bounty hunters. Our goal is to catch him and lock him up, not kill him.”

      “Maybe they’re hoping it goes down that way. This is a sick individual we’re dealing with. He could be one of those maniacs that chooses to go out fighting rather than give up.”

      I nodded and scratched at the side of my head.

      “You think this masked man you had a conversation with is the mastermind behind the game?” Kang asked.

      I pursed my lips while I thought about his question. “I don’t think he’s the main guy. But he could be a person who manages the players in the city. I mean, one person can’t keep track of what’s happening in every city, at least not on a hands-on level. Someone has to manage the players when they come to town. My thought is they have men in place in each city. Jing Woo in San Francisco. This guy in Bangkok.”

      “Makes sense to have people running the game on a local level.”

      “Makes a lot of sense,” I agreed. “Maybe something went wrong on this guy’s watch, and he’s trying to fix it? Maybe he heard what happened to Jing. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the mastermind that had Jing taken out and not an enemy.”

      “That could be their safety catch. Something goes wrong, they eliminate their guys on the ground and shut down the game in the city.”

      “It creates a dead end.”

      Kang dabbed the towel at his nose a few more times before setting it aside. “If this masked man is the guy in charge of managing the game here, surely he’s capable of doing it himself. No need to involve us.”

      “He might be doing that.”

      “So what? We’re the backup plan?”

      “Either that, or he needs us to keep playing the game. Maybe he doesn’t want to take the chance that the Creeper gets to us.”

      Kang leaned back in his chair and ran his hand across his mouth and chin. “There’s something definitely wrong if he needs us to keep playing. We’re the law.”

      I thought for a moment about what Kang had said. The men behind the game knew who we were, yet they still engaged us. I really didn’t know what to make of the situation at the time. They were trying to use us as a pawn in their twisted game. That wasn’t something I was keen on letting happen unless it proved to be useful to our investigation.

      We sat quietly rehashing our conversation. It was then that I realized that Kang had never finished telling me about his conversation with Artie.

      “You’re right. I called Artie as soon as I could and told him about the attack. By the time we met up at Terminal 21, he had already sent some of his men to the area to question the street vendors. After we spoke, he said he was heading over there to help.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Kang said with a surprised laugh. “They found the body that was used to make the human som tum.”

      “Anything interesting about the victim?”

      “He said she was a dancer at two bars. He talked to the mama-sans at both locations, and one remembered seeing this Creeper guy but couldn’t provide anything more than a matching description.”

      “It seems as though everyone who sees him remembers him. That’s got to give us an edge on finding him. I wonder if he’s targeting working women.”

      “Bar girls are easy targets. They’re willing to come with you which eliminates the need for any abduction,” Kang said.

      “There’s that, but I am wondering if it’s more about the power that comes with hiring someone. Does he like women he can control?” I stood and walked over to the large picture window and stared out at the city for a moment before facing Kang again. “The control, the sex… it can all feed his desires.”

      “So this guy would be seeking out these type of women, game or no game.”

      “I think so.”

      “So what’s the reason to come after us? We won’t fulfill his needs.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Whether he’s been tasked to kill us or not, the real question is, would he even bother?” The more I thought about what I had just said, the more I kept nodding my head. I was beginning to think the Creeper wouldn’t come after us.

      That’s when I realized I might be asking the wrong question. “Maybe it’s not about us. Maybe it’s about them. What do the gamekeepers have to gain from having the Creeper taken out?”

      Kang smiled. “That’s the best question yet.”

      “The game is in trouble. It has to be. To what degree, I don’t know but that’s got to be it.”

      I tried to give it more thought, but Kang’s yawning had finally caught up to me.

      “It’s late,” he said, looking at his watch. “We should try to get some sleep.”

      I agreed. A little shut-eye might bring a bit more clarity.

      The room we were in had two twin beds, so I didn’t have to tell Kang that we weren’t sharing one. I might have shared it though—strictly for sleeping. I had become comfortable around him. And I thought he was cute in a goofy way. He was nothing like the men I usually dated, which made it even harder to grasp why I had a crush on the guy.
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      The shy girl couldn’t believe her good fortune. A handsome man—a handsome farang, at that—had shown interest in her. He had chosen to sit next to her and buy her a drink. Not one, but two. It thrilled her and fed her ego. Some of the dancers from inside the bar had come out to the patio to see whom the farang had chosen. She was quick to sit up proudly and let them take notice.

      Having arrived in Bangkok from Surin, in the northeastern region of Thailand, over a year ago for a job at a computer company, Ly had only been working at the club for a little over a month. Her initial job simply didn’t pay as well as she had hoped it would. At least, it wouldn’t until she remained there for at least five years. That was too long for someone who had a family of four back home relying on her for financial support.

      Through a mutual friend, Ly had met a go-go dancer, Mai, who worked at Soi Cowboy, and she spent an afternoon talking to the girl. Ly thought the dancer’s life was exciting, considering Ly often didn’t have much money to go out after meeting her obligations.

      “It’s fun,” Mai said. “I can work whenever I want, and I make good money.”

      “You like dancing?” Ly asked.

      Mai shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay. At first I was shy, but now it’s better. I try to sit with a customer and have fun so they will bar fine me right away, then I don’t have to dance.”

      “What’s a bar fine?”

      “It’s the money a man must pay the bar if they want me. It releases me from having to dance. I can do whatever I want with them after they pay.”

      “So if they bar fine you, what? You just talk to them?”

      “Sure, and we have drinks.”

      “But you go with them?” Ly asked. Her eyes darted away quickly, worried that her question might be too personal.

      But the dancer didn’t have a problem discussing the details of her job. “Yeah, if they’re not crazy,” she said with a laugh. “I go with them short-time. I don’t like long-time.”

      Ly tilted her head and scrunched her eyebrows. “Why?”

      “If I go short-time, I can come back to the club after and bar fine again. I make more money this way.”

      “Really? That fast?”

      “Sure. Sometimes it only takes twenty minutes at the hotel and I’m on my way back. Some men only thirty seconds,” she said, laughing. “I only go long-time if they take me for a full day, not just overnight.”

      Mai went on to tell her about the men that had taken her on trips and shopping sprees and had even given her an allowance. This was all on top of the money she made from the bar from dancing and through lady drinks. Ly couldn’t believe it.

      “You’re very pretty,” Mai said as she fingered a strand of Ly’s hair. “You could get a job at the bar, and many customers would want you.”

      Ly didn’t believe her, but Mai convinced her to come to the bar and see for herself. She desperately needed the money but was still apprehensive about working at a bar. It meant having sex with men. Though she thought it couldn’t hurt to go see what it was all about and agreed to meet Mai.

      The following night, Mai sat Ly down at a table outside the bar. “I’ll start you off with your first drink,” she said. “I promise you will have a customer sitting with you really soon, but you cannot leave with them. You don’t work here yet.” Mai then headed inside.

      Ly sat quietly amongst the other reception girls and sipped her drink. It didn’t take long for a nice gentleman to sit with her and buy her another drink. She started to have fun, and before she knew it, she had spent the entire night talking and drinking with different men. All of them were interested in taking her back to their hotel room. The test run had been successful.

      Later, she had a short talk with the mama-san and was hired as a reception girl. She would earn fifty baht for every lady drink, and men could bar fine her if they wanted. On top of that, she got a monthly salary of eight thousand baht a month. Her computer job paid only twelve thousand baht. Between the bar salary and drinks alone, Ly felt confident she could easily make the same amount and have fun doing it. And if she did go with men, she figured she could make double, maybe even more.

      By the time she had encountered the handsome farang that warm summer night, Ly had already gone with a number of men to their hotels. So when the farang smiled and ran his hand through his blond hair before asking if she would come back to his hotel, the answer was an easy yes.

      Everything had gone as planned that night. After a few drinks, Ly left the bar with her prize. He had a suite at the Westin, only a block away. They had agreed to a short-time arrangement, but later, while she lay in the afterglow of delicious sex, he asked if she would spend the night. Ly happily said yes and fell asleep in his arms.

      The next day, she joined him for breakfast in the hotel restaurant, and that was when he inquired about her spending the next seven days with him. Ly’s eyes widened. It was her first, real long-time proposition. “Sure,” she said. “Where do you want to go?”

      He told her they had to stay in Bangkok this time. He had to work but wanted company. Sure, the prospect of taking a trip somewhere excited her, and she was a little disappointed with his answer, but she would make five thousand baht a day for seven days, and that easily made up for it.

      Though she would regret this decision on the second day.
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      Somchai’s men stood silently around his desk as he struggled to contain his anger. He gritted his teeth and gripped his fists tightly as he looked at each and every one of them. They, of course, avoided any eye contact with their boss. None wanted to be the one to set him off. An uncontrolled outburst could cause him to lose face—to be embarrassed to the point of shame. One of them would surely be eliminated should that happened. It would be the only way for Somchai to regain their respect again.

      For the time being, the room remained silent. Only the hum of the air conditioning unit attached to the wall seemed brave enough to make its presence known. Eventually, Somchai calmed himself enough to address his men. “Why can’t you find him?”

      Nobody spoke. Somchai asked again. This time his tone elevated slightly.

      A tall, skinny man finally answered Somchai’s question. “We’ve asked all over. No one has seen the farang with a limp,” he said.

      “You are sure you have searched everywhere?”

      “We have been everywhere.”

      Somchai still didn’t understand. What could possibly be so hard about finding an ugly farang with a limp? He would stick out. Surely a vendor or a motortaxi driver would have seen him around. Somchai still believed that the Creeper was somewhere in the Sukhumvit area and ordered his men to continue looking.

      A day and a half had already passed since he had spoken to the mastermind. He knew he had another day or so before he would receive a call asking why Team Creeper had not initiated the second Attraction. What then? What could he say that would buy him time? The truth was not possible. He had already crossed the line and withheld information. To do so would cause the mastermind to lose face. Somchai would pay for it in ways that made him shudder just thinking about it.

      Somchai knew his men were speaking the truth when they said they could not find the Creeper, and that troubled him. They knew the area well and all of the shop owners, food vendors, and taxi drivers. It was virtually impossible for anyone to go unnoticed in the area, and yet the Creeper had. Had he forced himself to stay indoors? Even so, the owner of the hotel or condo would know he was there. Had he left Bangkok and traveled to another city, or worse, to another country? Possibly, but someone would have seen him on the street. A taxi driver would have taken him to the airport or the train station.

      Somchai’s anger bubbled again. His right leg bounced uncontrollably while he envisioned multiple scenarios of how his situation might play out—none of them ideal. With his men gone leaving him alone with his thoughts, his imagination only fueled the one-sided conversation he had begun. Somchai had suddenly found himself in the most unlikely of predicaments, one he had thought would never happen to him.

      Somchai had spent years working for the secret Chinese organization. This was unbelievable to most of its members since Somchai was only half Chinese. His other half was Thai. All of his counterparts who held a position of power within the organization were of pure Chinese descent, but Somchai had proven himself worthy and was rewarded with control over the Chinatown in Bangkok.

      Chinatown was nowhere near the touristy Sukhumvit area. It was located on Yarowat Street in the Samphanthawong district near the Grand Palace. As with every Chinatown, no matter the country, the walls that surrounded it were impenetrable by anyone who wasn’t Chinese. The Thai police had no jurisdiction in the area—not because they didn’t want it. They did, but they couldn’t obtain it. They had been strong-armed out of the area. It didn’t help that the Thai government never bothered to push the issue because the right officials were receiving the right amount of baht every month to keep it that way.

      Still, the issue caused Somchai to fume. What did I do wrong? I did nothing, he thought. The Creeper had broken the rules of the game and had forced his hand. He had no choice but to react the way he did. The farang was the one responsible for the mess. And now Somchai feared he would take the blame for it.

      Maybe the FBI agent and the detective will catch him. Somchai knew that at that point he was grasping. He had started to regret his decision to involve those two. Or did he? He didn’t know. It seemed he had second-guessed every decision he had made since the Creeper arrived in Bangkok. One minute, he patted himself on the back; the next, he cursed his own actions.

      Somchai stood and started pacing, still continuing the conversation with himself.

      You fool. You’ve ruined everything.

      Me? It was that farang. He did this.

      You should have prevented it. You should have watched him closer.

      How? Have him live with me?

      You’re in charge of the game in Bangkok. You must control the players.

      He should never have been invited to the game.

      Somchai spent the next half hour arguing with himself. His hands emphasized both sides of the conversation as he stood in front of his desk, staring at the empty chair behind it. He could have continued for another half hour if it had not been for the knocking.

      Somchai opened the door to find one of his men standing outside. His eyes were wide and his breaths short. In his hand, he held a tablet. Somchai glanced at the screen and saw that he had the game up and running.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Team Creeper. He’s… He’s activated the second Attraction.”
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      I woke the following morning at a little after seven. With his back still facing me, Kang had his blanket wrapped tightly around his body. In Dreamland I supposed. I knew I would have to wake him soon, but I figured I’d let him catch a few more snores while I slipped out and got us some breakfast.

      When I returned to the room twenty minutes later, I found Kang dressed and sitting in front of the laptop with the blackout curtains drawn open. He had yet to tame his bed head, sporting an off-kilter Mohawk. I figured he was checking email or looking at the game, but oh, how wrong I was.

      “Kyle,” a woman’s voice whined. “Don’t you miss me? You were supposed to call me every day.”

      Oh, you have got to be kidding me. I peeked at the screen and saw that Kang was Skyping with my nemesis, Suzi Zhang.

      I placed a cup of coffee and a breakfast sandwich next him but said nothing, even though I could clearly hear her going on and on about how everyone in San Francisco was so happy that she had returned to anchor the nightly news. I knew for fact she was lying, because I wasn’t happy to see her plastic face on my television screen.

      I took a seat on my bed and tried to ignore her, but my ears were kept wax-free and shutting her out was impossible. To top things off, all I had to drink was prepackaged green tea. My tin of loose-leaf, unfortunately, was back in my old room, and I had no choice but to stomach the generic stuff. I unwrapped the teabag and dunked it into my cup of hot water, wondering how long their conversation would continue. Fortunately, Kang had the presence of mind to end it quickly.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, flashing me a crooked grin from his seat.

      “Everything okay?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

      “Yeah.” Kang waved his hand at me. “Just checking in. You know…”

      “Yeah.”

      He turned to face me. “I heard you leave earlier, so I thought I should get up.” He must have noticed me wincing when I took a sip. “Slumming with prepackaged tea, huh?”

      I didn’t want to chuckle, but he was right.

      “By the way, thanks for this.” He unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite.

      “So last night, you mentioned right before we turned in that you had unlocked the next task,” I said.

      “I did. ‘Indulge in your favorite forbidden fruit,’” he said between quick chews.  “Any immediate thoughts on the riddle?”

      “Something sexual?” I grabbed my sandwich and unwrapped it.

      “Those were my thoughts: Kill one of the many sex workers in Bangkok. Thinking about it makes my stomach turn.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked before taking a bite. “The other tasks didn’t seem to affect you.”

      Kang’s shoulders bounced once. “Eh, I think it’s because I’ve gotten to know some of the workers back in San Francisco. They’re my best source for what’s happening on the streets.”

      “And…?”

      “They’re normal people, just like you and me. I can’t help but think that the reason for targeting them is that the people creating the tasks think they’re disposable.”

      “I don’t think these a-holes put that much thought into who is targeted.”

      “Yeah, I know that’s not the reason, but it’s stuck in my head.”

      I chewed quietly as I thought about the task. We needed to keep it simple and connected to someone in the sex business. “You know, I don’t think we need to do the whole crime scene thing anymore.”

      A muffled grunt came from Kang’s busy mouth.

      “It’s never really played a role in our advancement to the next Attraction. All the mastermind cares about is how creative we get with the kill.”

      “And you said the investigation Artie performed was low-key. That it didn’t have an effect in closing out the first Bangkok Attraction.”

      “Nope. Speaking of, we need to get a hold of Artie.”

      Kang shoved the rest of his sandwich into his mouth and mumbled, “I have his number saved on this disposable.”

      “What happened to your phone?”

      “I think I lost it while playing motorbike daredevil.”

      Kang called Artie and made arrangements for the detective to meet us at the Starbucks where we’d first met. We both agreed that Artie didn’t need to know we were staying at a new location. But he did need to be made aware of something very important: If we were being targeted, then we had to assume he was also.
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      We arrived at the coffee shop first, as I’d expected we would; it was only a fifteen-minute walk from our new location. I secured a table in the back corner for privacy while Kang fetched us some drinks. I took the opportunity to text the kids from his phone. If my math was right, they should have been finishing with dinner. When I wasn’t at home, Po Po took it upon herself to slide the time from 6:00 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. So long as the kids ate, it didn’t bother me what time they chowed down. I just didn’t like having to rush home from work every night just to eat with everyone.

      Ryan responded first. His judo class had been cancelled because of a water leak at the dojo, so he had spent the afternoon finishing his homework and reading. What more could I ask for? Lucy, on the other hand, told me she had watched TV all afternoon. I again had to remind Po Po to be more aware of the time Lucy’s butt spent parked in front of the TV. For a strong woman, she sure could be weak at times.

      Over the last year, Lucy had developed her “sad look.” She had gotten the idea from Shrek’s Puss in Boots—and it made the old woman cave every single time. I told my mother-in-law repeatedly that she needed to be tough and not let it bother her. “She isn’t really sad. You know that, right?”

      Of course, Lucy’s act didn’t cut it with me. I would shut the TV off after her allotted thirty minutes were up without warning. She would cry and say, “But don’t you love me, Mommy?” Sure, on the inside I was dying and wanted to snatch her up in my arms as she produced the most adorable pout on the planet, but I didn’t. On the outside, I was cold stone—Tiger Mom.

      I sent a few more texts and then turned the mobile back over to Kang when he returned so he could message you-know-who. We only stopped texting when Artie seemed to appear out of nowhere.

      “Abby. Kyle.”

      We both looked up to see the smiling detective walking toward us.

      “Do you want a coffee?” Kang offered.

      Artie shook his head. “I’m fine.” He sat in the chair next to Kang. “Abby, I’m glad you’re okay. You had me worried.”

      “Just a little kidnapping. Nothing too big.” I filled Artie in on what had happened.

      “Wait. You’re telling me the men behind the game kidnapped you so they could help us catch the other player in town?”

      “It appears that way. The masked man didn’t come outright and say that, but it was obvious he played some sort of significant role.”

      “So your cover is blown.” Artie turned both palms up. “How long do you think they have known?”

      “My guess is they knew all along.” I pressed my mug against my lips.

      “So it’s over. That’s it.” Artie brushed his hands together.

      “Not necessarily. If these men knew Kyle and I weren’t the real Team Carlson, why let us continue to play the game? They could have cut us off at any time.”

      “Instead, they’ve turned this Creeper guy loose on you two.”

      “Don’t discount yourself. We have to assume we’re all a target.”

      Artie nodded in agreement. “So this arrangement is their idea of fun? They want to see who will win?”

      “That’s one way to look at it.”

      “But you think it’s something else?”

      “I do,” I said, leaning back in my chair. This man risked a lot by attacking us and confronting me personally. What makes the game successful is the fact that no one knows who’s behind it.”

      “Well, I’ve got news that can help us further unmask this man. My men were able to find a vendor who fingered one of your attackers.”

      “Just like that?” Kang mentioned.

      “My guys can be convincing.”

      I’m sure a closed-off room with no cameras helped.

      “We’re looking for a low-level Triad gang member,” Artie continued. “He hangs around Chinatown. Once we pick him up, we should be able to get him to tell us what he knows.” Artie smiled a smile that could convey only one thing—more closed-off rooms with no cameras.

      I brought up the problem of my missing weapon. I could replace my cell with a disposable like Kang had, but securing a proper handgun was a larger issue.

      “Can’t your liaison at the embassy help you out with that?” Kang asked. “You have to report that it’s missing, right?”

      “Yes and yes, but I’m a little hesitant about involving him just yet. I want to get Reilly’s advice first.”

      “If it helps, I can arrange to get you a weapon,” Artie said with a shrug.

      Kang and I looked at each other before looking back at Artie. He took that as a yes and wrote down the name of a man at his station that I should see. “Give me two days to organize this. If you need it, it’ll be available.”

      “Thanks. This is helpful.”

      Artie smiled. “In the meantime, the two of you should lie low until I can get my hands on the guy who attacked you.”
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      Before we parted ways, Artie offered to position a few men outside the Landmark Plaza. A nice gesture, but since we weren’t staying there, we declined. “We don’t want the attention,” Kang said.

      I, on the other hand, wasn’t comfortable with the idea of waiting around. After Artie left, I turned to Kang. “There’s no way we’re sitting put until he produces this guy.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Go after the Creeper?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. We’ve got a decent description of the guy. He’s bound to show up at Nana Plaza or Soi Cowboy.”

      “You think he’ll disregard the task given him—you know, to come after us?”

      “Not necessarily. But he’ll certainly prioritize. This city is like a candy store to him. There’s an endless supply of the right type of women to fulfill his desires. He’ll take full advantage of the situation and feed as much as he can.”

      “Well, first things first; we need to get you a weapon and a phone.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, I was equipped with an unregistered Glock. I expected a lot of red tape, but the man Artie told us to see didn’t require my signature or any information. I told him who I was, and he handed me a shopping bag. Inside, I saw a firearm, a holster and a box of ammunition. That was it. Talk about low-key. Had I followed protocol and gone to my liaison at the embassy, I would instead be facing an inquiry about my missing weapon before anyone talked about replacing it. Reilly also knew that would have happened, which is why I had received his blessing.

      The weapon was an older model that had seen better days. The handle had a small dent, but the piece looked to be in working condition. Nonetheless, Kang and I picked up supplies so I could properly clean the gun before we searched out a shooting range. It worked.

      By then, we had moved all of our belongings out of the Landmark Plaza and over to the Sheraton. We debated whether we really needed to stay at the new location. Over the course of the last couple days, we had learned enough about the Creeper to know who we were dealing with. That had lessened the “unknown” factor for us, but still, why take the chance? We had a target on our backs. No sense in enlarging it.

      While waiting on my weapon, Kang had picked up a tourist map of Bangkok so we could begin making plans to track the Creeper down before he got to us.

      We marked both Nana Plaza and Soi Cowboy as hot spots. Nana was a ten-minute walk from our hotel; Cowboy was less than five. We knew that, between those two locations, working women could be found in a bunch of bars, not to mention the sidewalk bars that popped up at night and the lobbies of most hotels. The Creeper had a lot of places he could go, and we couldn’t be in all places at once. We’d have to hedge our bets that he would troll the two entertainment centers.

      “You know,” Kang started, “you could pass for a Thai, especially if you did that eye makeup thing they all seem to do.” He gestured vaguely to the outer corner of his eyes.

      I knew what Kang was talking about. Since arriving in Bangkok, I had noticed that the women here applied their eyeliner in a very specific way; they drew it out to a point near the outer corners of their eyes. It was very characteristic of their look, but that’s not what he was really trying to say. “You want me to pose as a working girl?”

      He shrugged. “Makes complete sense, considering where we’ll be. You might be the Creeper’s type. I can pose as a customer.”

      “Why not pose as girlfriend and boyfriend?”

      “You yourself said the Creeper has a fetish for working women.”

      Kang was right. Posing as a bargirl would be the best approach, but I would most definitely draw the line at getting up on a stage and shaking my behind.

      Once we had a plan in place, I popped over to the Terminal 21 shopping center for makeup and an appropriate outfit. I ended up purchasing a black cocktail dress, a pair of heels and a clutch.

      When I returned to the room, I showed off my new look to Kang and got the thumbs up.

      “Wow, you look hot!” Kang blurted. Immediately afterward his face turned beet-red. “I mean you did a fine job of mimicking that look.”

      “Really?” I said as I headed back into the bathroom for another look in the mirror.

      “Yeah, the makeup is dead-on,” I heard Kang call out.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” I asked as I exited the bathroom.

      Kang nodded. “Why?”

      He wore tan cargo shorts and a blue short-sleeved shirt, which worked. Most of the men we saw walking around town were dressed very casually. “It’s a good look,” I said. “You look just like a tourist.”

      Kang smiled. “A customer,” he corrected as he gave me the thumbs up.
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      We chose the closer venue, Soi Cowboy, for our stakeout that night. We arrived at the location a little after eight. The soi already had a good crowd of men milling about, and the hostesses for each bar were hard at work cajoling as many men as they could into their respective establishments.

      The plan changed when we got there. It dawned on us that I wouldn’t be able to sit at a bar and pretend to be a working girl. The mama-sans would chase me off the premises in heartbeat if they knew a lady not associated with the bar was trying to work their territory, so to speak. Kang was now my date, and it wouldn’t matter if I were working or not.

      Ideally, I would sit there by myself with a team of agents watching me, but we didn’t have access to that type of support, at least not without involving Artie. We had to make do and hope we could spot the Creeper.

      We walked the length of the soi slowly before doubling back and sitting at an outdoor table in front of a bar called Tilac. We ordered a round of drinks and kept an eye out for our guy.

      Twenty minutes had passed before I leaned in closer to Kang. “I’m not so sure this is the best possible use of our time. I mean, if we knew the Creeper frequented this bar, then yeah, but we don’t.”

      Kang nodded in agreement. “You’re right. This guy could be anywhere. Ideally, we would have a few teams here and over at Nana Plaza. And even then, it could take a couple days, if we were lucky, for this guy to show up.”

      I sat quietly, swirling the last of the Jameson in my glass. The men passing by in front of me all had large smiles stretched across their faces. Their heads swiveled from side to side like they were watching a tennis match. They looked to be in their early forties and up and were an even mix of Asian and Caucasian tourists and businessmen. What I saw got me thinking.

      “Take a look at the men here,” I said. “What do you see?”

      Kang looked up and down the soi. “What do you mean? They’re guys.”

      “The men here are older, dressed well. A lot appear to be businessmen. They have money.”

      “What are you getting at?” Kang asked.

      “The game. There’s a lot of travel involved. That takes money, a lot of money.”

      “Rich killers?”

      I swallowed the last of my drink. “They have to have some sort of decent cash flow coming in to support themselves.”

      Kang shifted in his seat to face me. “I still don’t know where you’re heading with this line of thought.”

      I tapped the table with my finger. “Our old hotel was closer to Nana Plaza. I noticed that the men around that area looked different than the men here.”

      “They looked more budget-conscious,” Kang added, his head tilted to the side.

      “Exactly. If we assume our Creeper guy has money, he might be more prone to come to this location. The women are younger here and much more beautiful, which means they cost a lot more.”

      “So you think we can cross off Nana and focus on this place based on the theory that men with money tend to come here.”

      “It’s a way to start narrowing it down.”

      I watched Kang scratch at his chin, something he always did when he wasn’t sure if he agreed with me or not.

      “You’re not buying it,” I said.

      “Feels like a stretch. If we had a little history on his victims, it might help—Wait a minute. Artie mentioned the bar his victim might have worked at.”

      “Do you remember the name?”

      Kang kept scratching. “I think one of them was called the Shag Bar.”

      “Shag?”

      “Or maybe it was Shark.”

      “Well, we can quickly see if either of those bars are here.”

      We got up and walked the soi again.

      “There,” Kang pointed at a neon sign with a large blue shark. The word “Shark” burned brightly above it.

      To be sure there wasn’t a bar called Shag, we finished our loop of the soi. A few minutes later, we were sitting inside the Shark bar.

      The venue itself had the typical lighting and the thumping bass of a nightclub. There were two levels of seating around a small stage where fifteen women were shaking away. I saw a couple of empty seats on the second level in the corner. Perfect for us. We had an unobstructed view of the bar entrance and most of the seating area.

      I took my time letting my eyes wander the room, but I didn’t see anyone who fit the description of our guy. I looked at my watch; the night was young, only 9:30 p.m.

      Kang motioned with his chin to the other side of the room. “I see dancers making their way up and down the stairs. There might be a second level, maybe even a third. I’ll go check it out, make sure our guy isn’t already up there.”

      After Kang left, I fell into a trance watching the women on stage. They wore white, see-through bikini tops and matching skirts that were no longer than four inches, allowing the bottom of their G-stringed cheeks to show. Half of the dancers seemed to be into the music and were making a gallant effort at moving their bodies in a sexy-dance way, while the other half appeared bored and couldn’t wait for their time on stage to be up so they could sit next to a man or with their friends.

      I wondered; if I were their age, would I have the balls to get up on stage half-naked to dance for men? I imagine that, for some, it felt empowering, but if I had to guess, the rest of them viewed it as nothing more than a job.

      I continued to watch the women while sipping Jameson out of my cocktail glass. It wasn’t until he said, “Hello,” that I realized a man with blond hair and a charming smile stood next to me.

      “Is this seat taken?” he asked.
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      I was a little taken back by the stranger who seemed to appear out of nowhere. There were other seats available. Why sit next to me? Better yet, why not sit closer to the stage? I scooted over a bit and, in the process realized why he sat next to me. Dress. Makeup. Got it.

      He continued to smile when I crossed my legs, so I returned the pleasantry. He then leaned over and asked my name. Shit! My mind raced, searching for a believable one, a believable Thai nickname. The only one I could think of came from the nametag of the woman who had sold me coffee earlier in the day. “My name is Toon.”

      “Toon?” He raised his eyebrows.

      I only smiled and repeated the name.

      “I haven’t heard that one before.”

      I said nothing and continued to smile.

      “You speak English?” His line of questioning continued.

      “Yes. What’s your name?”

      The man relaxed his posture and crossed a leg over his lap. “My name is John.”

      John? I guess we both want to keep our identities a secret. I turned my body toward him a bit. I wanted a better look at my suitor. He wore black pants and a crisp, white button-down tucked in at the waist. He also had a large silver watch on his left wrist. He stood out from the other customers, mainly because he wasn’t interested in the women on stage. He hadn’t once glanced at them since taking a seat.

      “You don’t like what you see?” I asked, motioning with my head.

      “I do, but what I see here is much more interesting,” he said, quickly looking me over.

      He was charming. I gave him that. Not once did he shift his eyes off me for a glance around the room. He could easily make a woman feel as if she were the only one that existed. But I knew better.

      Not wanting to mislead the mama-san into thinking I wasn’t with Kang, I kept my actions sterile. Kang and I had thought about approaching her and explaining who we were and what we wanted to do, but it seemed like that would bring on more trouble than it was worth. It might have been a different story if Artie had arranged it, but he was busy chasing down the other lead.

      My uninterested act didn’t work too well. Within seconds, he had placed his hand on my thigh and given it a gentle squeeze. He better not slide that hand higher.

      He had moved closer, and I could smell his cologne. It had a light, woodsy scent. Not overpowering, just enough to be pleasant. I glanced at his hands; his nails were neatly manicured and his palms were smooth—an office worker? His shirt was soft, a quality blend of cotton. He wore silver cufflinks in the shape of a “C.” Is that a designer or a personal design?

      “Do you work here?” he asked.

      “I don’t dance.”

      “I can see that.” He looked at my glass. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Where the hell is Kyle? “Yes. I’m drinking Jameson, neat.”

      He signaled for the service attendant and ordered our drinks. I took that opportunity to give the room another once-over. I still didn’t see a man that fit our description. I looked at my watch again. A half hour had passed. Surely it didn’t take that long for Kang to survey the second level, unless there were more. Not wanting to blow my cover, I continued my conversation with the man who called himself John. The irony.

      Throughout our small talk, I faked the sips of my cocktail to keep my head level. He didn’t seem to notice that my drink wasn’t disappearing. I continued to smile as he talked about his job and why he was in Bangkok. I suddenly felt like I was beginning to understand what these women had to endure on a nightly basis. I’m sure every man and every conversation blurred. While I wasn’t terribly bored, I found myself only half listening to him. I was more concerned about keeping an eye on the men entering the establishment.

      After another fifteen minutes had passed, my patience started to wane. At that point, I had to give these women credit. I don’t know how they feigned interest all night, every night. I almost rolled my eyes when he started to tell me that he was the head regional sales rep for blah, blah, blah and how he got an award for blah, blah, blah. Getting paid to have sex might seem easy, but what I learned that night was that there was a whole lot of mind-numbing work leading up to that payday. This conversation reminds me of a few dates I’ve had.

      As much as I wanted to find out what Kang was up to, I knew I needed to keep an eye on the entrance. Plus, I had John providing the perfect cover. But as my luck would have it, the dynamics changed when he slid his hand farther up my thigh and asked, “Want to come back to my hotel room?”
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      The Creeper stood and moved across the room, away from the woman whose thigh he’d had the pleasure of groping recently. He took a seat on the upper level and barked his drink order to the server who was upon him in seconds. His charming smile had been replaced by a scowl worthy of Scrooge.

      The Creeper had never had his advances rejected, at least not from a woman at a bar. But he supposed she had good reason; she already had a customer, who had returned just as the Creeper’s hand had met her lacy underwear. Not wanting to create a scene, he had taken the high road and bowed out of the situation as quickly as he had entered it.

      There he sat, alone, with his grip on the beer bottle tighter than usual. An assembly line of expletives rolled off his tongue but fell upon deaf ears thanks to the large speaker mounted to the wall above his head. He continued to stare at the woman and her date. They were so stupid to think he would give up easily.

      She’s my date. She’s my date, the Creeper mouthed. He didn’t care that she was someone else’s date; nobody decided who he could and couldn’t have. How dare they disrespect me? He had killed many for less. He wanted to kill them. But he knew recklessness was his enemy. It took all the strength he had to not to rush across the room and slam his beer bottle over their heads.

      The Creeper reached into his pants pocket and removed his cell phone. He opened the browser and navigated to the Chasing Chinatown game. His curiosity of the next task had gotten the better of him the other day, even though a week ago he had sworn off playing the game.

      Funny how things work out, he thought as he watched the animated scroll unravel and reveal two pictures: one of Agent Abby Kane and one of Detective Kyle Kang. While intrigued at the time, he hadn’t yet decided whether or not to pursue this task—until that night. He assumed all of the luck in the world had to have been working in his favor for him to meet the petite agent purely by chance. It had rendered a decision for him.

      The Creeper looked up from his phone and focused on the transparent couple huddled across the room. His smile had returned.
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      “Sheesh, I walk away for a minute and you’re already out on the prowl looking for some other guy,” Kang said.

      I chuckled at his joke. “Excuse me, but you were gone for more than a minute. Were there other floors?”

      “Nah, but I got cornered by the mama-san and two of her girls. I had to buy them a drink to get out of there.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you were faced with the same impossible escape that the inmates at Alcatraz were up against.”

      Kang brushed me off and looked across the room toward the blond man who had recently occupied the seat next to me. “So who’s the guy?”

      “John.”

      “Yeah, I know he’s a john, but what’s his deal?”

      “Actually, he said his name was John. He’s here for the same reason every other man is, except he was interested in me and not the dancers.”

      Kang pulled his head back. “He just plopped himself down? You didn’t invite him?”

      “Are you crazy? I know I’m undercover, but I’m not actively soliciting men.”

      Kang muttered something before looking back across the room.

      “Someone sounds jealous,” I sing-songed.

      “Puh-lease. I have a girlfriend.”

      “Oh, so I guess when you got leg-locked by that ladyboy our first night in town, that didn’t count as straying.”

      “What? I was being nice. And I didn’t know she…he…was a ladyboy.”

      “I’d like to hear you explain that one to Sushi.”

      “It’s Suzi. And why don’t you like her?”

      “I like her,” I lied as I struggled to keep a straight face.

      Kang crinkled his brow. “No you don’t. I can tell.”

      “What?” I continued, my eyes shot open and my mouth fell agape as I tried to conjure total innocence.

      “I know you don’t like her. It’s so obvious that you’re the one who’s jealous.”

      Oh, tell me he did not just go there. “Look, just because you’re attached to something and I’m single doesn’t mean I’m jealous. By the way, unless you’re blind, she’s the one who doesn’t like me.”

      We both picked up our glasses to give each other the impression that we were too busy drinking to speak. At least, that was the reason why I took a thousand mini-sips in a row without removing my cup from my lips. But there was a bigger question: Why on earth was I feeling jealous? I thought for sure I had shaken off the crush I had developed on him when we had been in the hospital together. Had I only fooled myself into believing that? Did I actually like Kang, and had I only realized it when he suddenly wasn’t available?

      “You’re right,” he said.

      “About what?”

      “Suzi’s a bit jealous of our relationship. I keep telling her that it’s strictly professional⁠—”

      “Of course it is. Nothing happening here.” I pointed between the two of us.

      “It’s probably the reason why she hasn’t warmed up to you entirely.”

      Warmed up? You mean the Ice Queen is capable of that?

      “Don’t worry about it though. Things aren’t so great between us right now.”

      Yippee! “Why?”

      “Eh, it’s the same reason why we broke up in the first place. She can, at times, be a little bitchy.”

      “A little?” I blurted. Wait. Did I actually just say that out loud?

      Kang shot me a look.

      “I mean, what do you mean by a little?”

      “You know. She nags.”

      “Oh, yeah. I heard men don’t like that.”

      “I’m serious. She critiques every single thing I do. She’s such a perfectionist. Nothing I do is right. Yet she relies on me to do everything for her.”

      “Why are you with her if she is such a nagger?” I emphasized with air quotes.

      Kang shrugged and took another sip of his beer.

      “You need to find a woman who appreciates you for who you are, someone beautiful but who is also independent and capable of doing for herself.”

      “What, you mean someone like you?”

      “Yes, like me but not actually me.” But it could be me.
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      A crushing blow to his left cheek sent the handcuffed man flying from the chair to the wet floor of the small room. The left side of his face had swelled like a puffer fish, and his eye had disappeared between two folds of fatty skin.

      Two men picked him up off the floor and sat him back in the chair. A second later, another blow to the face sent him right back to where he had just lain. That time, there was an audible pop on impact. His cheekbone had finally taken all it could and shattered. Again, the same two men picked him up and placed him back on the chair.

      Before the puncher could wind up and deliver another punishing blow, the door to the room opened, and in walked Artie.

      The three men, all members of the Royal Thai Police, turned to the detective. The one who had delivered the beating picked up a cloth and wiped his bloody fist clean. Artie moved closer until he stood in front of the seated man. He placed a hand on the man’s chin and tilted his face upward so he could look him in his one good eye.

      “Having fun?” Artie asked, his tone expressionless.

      The man, known on the street as Chan, said nothing.

      “My men are not tired. They love this part of the job.”

      Chan still said nothing.

      Artie let go of his face and asked his men if he had said anything.

      Bo, the one who lent his fist to the interrogation process, spoke up. “Nothing yet, but the night is young.”

      Artie didn’t have all night. He needed answers now. He looked around the bare storage room. There were a few half-filled paint cans against the wall next to a table. But on the floor in the corner, Artie saw something of interest: a hammer.

      He picked it up off the floor and asked one of his men to place a table in front of the seated man.

      This got Chan’s attention. “What do you want?”

      “What do we want? I think you know why we are here.”

      The man shook his head and looked down. A strand of red-stained saliva stretched from the corner of his mouth and rested on his pant leg. Artie motioned for two of his men to hold Chan in place while he instructed the other to hold his right hand still.

      Artie rested the flattened metal head on the knuckle bridge of Chan’s hand. “Maybe this will remind you.” He took a deep breath as he raised the hammer high above his head before bringing it down with all the force he could muster.

      The hammer slammed into Chan’s fingers, shattering bone and splitting one along the left side. A splatter of blood shot up.

      Artie didn’t stop there. He continued to hammer at the man’s hand as fast and as hard has he could.

      A loud cry erupted from Chan’s open mouth. He screamed for them to stop as he struggled to escape.

      But Artie continued to hammer away as if he were tenderizing a piece of raw meat. He was.

      Only when Chan’s hand no longer resembled its original shape did Artie stop. Blood had pooled under the mound of flesh. Off to the side, a fingernail lay unattached. Chan wept, his mouth frozen open as he looked at the bloody mess at the end of his wrist.

      Artie’s man released Chan’s right hand but quickly grabbed his left and held it against the table. Artie rested the hammer once again on the knuckles.

      “No! No!” Chan cried out.

      Artie raised the hammer high above his head.

      “Somchai ordered us to attack the FBI agent and the detective. Please, I speak the truth.”

      Artie had heard of that man, Somchai, but had not had the pleasure of actually meeting him.

      “Where can we find him?”

      “Chinatown… the building behind the T&L Seafood Restaurant… fifth floor.”

      “Are there men stationed outside?”

      “Yes, two at the entrance of the building and two more on each floor.”

      “And the room, how many are in there?”

      Chan took a moment to think. “Maybe three or four, not including Somchai. Please,” he continued, “you must believe me. I’m telling you the truth.”

      Artie gave the man a comforting smile. “This is good. I appreciate your cooperation.” But since he had already raised the tool high above his head, he brought it hammering down one last time.
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      Artie was well aware of the political dance that the Thai government had with the men who ran Chinatown. It frustrated him to no end that the neighborhood governed itself how it saw fit. Every police officer in Bangkok knew to tread lightly when it came to policing the area. Sure they had a presence in the area, but presence was all they had. Aside from the police issuing tickets for minor infractions, the residents were left to handle their own affairs.

      Infiltrating Chinatown wasn’t something Artie took lightly. He had a lot to consider, and he needed to think hard about whether it was worth it. On one hand, all the information he had amassed to date pointed to Somchai as the man who ran the Chasing Chinatown game. On the other hand, the evidence that formed this conclusion was circumstantial.

      There was another dilemma: He would be acting without Kane and Kang. He didn’t feel the need to bring them into the conversation, even though dismantling the game was their objective and his was to capture the serial killer running loose in his city. Officially, they were here to consult. Artie had already given the two more leeway than he should have. If he wanted, he could take it all back.

      Artie also knew that if he took down the mastermind behind the game, he would receive recognition and silence Tip’s constant nagging that he didn’t do enough to further his career. The Americans would have to trust that he was acting in everyone’s best interest and settle for partial credit. Or none.

      Artie looked at Chan. A bullet to the back of the head had him slumped on the floor. He watched as his men rolled the lifeless body onto an old tarp they had spread out next to him. This wasn’t the first time someone had “gone missing” under Artie’s watch. But to his defense, it only happened to degenerates, those who didn’t deserve to live.

      Once he’d had the body removed and the room cleaned, Artie sent word to a group of his most trusted and highly trained officers to meet him immediately at the Thai restaurant in the Sathorn district just off of the Rama IV highway. He knew the owner and was allowed access to a backroom the restaurant used occasionally for large parties, but Artie used the space periodically for meetings that he preferred no one but the attendees be aware of.

      Artie had to act fast on information he had recently obtained. He figured he had three days at the most before Chan was noticeably missed. With the element of surprise on his side, Artie intended to take full advantage of it.

      Politics aside, the other great danger would be the resistance at the targets’ location. According to Chan, Artie and his men would have to bypass at least fourteen guards who were most likely armed and had some degree of tactical training. Of course Artie had never expected to waltz in and handcuff Somchai without resistance, but he certainly hadn’t thought he would encounter that many men.

      Even if he could apprehend Somchai alive, leaving Chinatown could prove to be just as problematic. The residents might be alerted and become very protective of the man who kept order. Lastly, he had no plans to inform his superiors of the assault. If wrong, the political fallout would surely cost Artie his job with the Royal Thai Police. Artie would have to prove beyond all doubt that Somchai was indeed the man behind a game designed to kill innocent Thais. That would be enough to forgive his insubordination.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, five men, including Artie, gathered at a round table filled with platters of spicy curries, steamed fish, and wok-fried vegetables. His men wasted no time digging into the dishes. Artie allowed them time to get at least one plate of food down their throats before clearing his.

      “You all know why you’re here.” Artie looked each man directly in the eyes before continuing. “As always, the mission is dangerous. You could get hurt. You could die. If you survive either of those realities, know that, this time, you also face the risk of losing your job. If you don’t like what I’ve just said, then you can leave now.”

      The room remained quiet as the men eyed each other, waiting to see if someone would step back. No one did. Ever.

      “Who’s the target?” asked Koi, a bald man with a prominent scar across his chin. He was one of Artie’s most trusted collaborators.

      “Somchai Neelapaijit, the man in charge of Chinatown.”

      The men responded to Artie’s answer by swallowing hard, shifting in their chairs or both.

      Koi spoke up again. “You understand what you’re asking of all us?” He motioned around the table with his hand.

      “I do, and my offer to leave still stands.”

      No one moved.

      “I take that to mean you’re all in.”

      The men remained quiet as Artie briefed them on the Chasing Chinatown game and Somchai’s connection to it. When he concluded, they remained silent.

      “Any questions?” Artie asked after a brief pause.

      “One,” Koi said, breaking the silence. He met eyes with the other men before continuing. “Are we taking him alive?”

      Artie grinned. “We take him any way we can.”
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      It was after midnight. Kang and I both had realized we needed help from Artie and his department to track down Team Creeper. We had wanted to avoid, or at least minimize, involving the police, since we weren’t officially here to investigate, and we didn’t want anything to be misconstrued.

      But at this point, we needed to be able to conduct surveillance on the premises or near the bar without being bothered by the mama-sans or the dancers. Our hope was that Artie could arrange this without word leaking of our presence. I was doubtful but remained positive.

      We also needed other teams positioned along the soi so they might help us keep an eye out for this guy. The way we saw it, there was no other way to avoid a needle-in-a-haystack situation.

      I put a call in to Artie but got his voicemail. I left a brief message explaining our situation and asking for a meeting. After I hung up, Kang and I called it a night and headed out of the bar. Before exiting, I looked to where the interested blond man had taken a seat and saw that it was empty. My guess was that he had found another toy to play with.

      The walk back to the hotel was uneventful. I couldn’t wait to ditch the dress and shoes and throw on my comfy sweatpants. Kang wanted a quick snack before heading up to our room, but I didn’t have it in me to saddle up at a nearby noodle cart. I know; unbelievable, right? But I was drained.

      After parting with Kang, I walked through the lobby and rounded the corner to find nobody standing near the bank of elevators, which thrilled me, of course. A straight shot up to my floor.

      Of course, what was I thinking? Here came the downpour on my happy parade.

      Right before the elevator door shut, a hand slipped through and bounced the doors back open. I thought Kang had changed his mind about eating. I was wrong and surprised. Standing before me was the blond gentleman from the bar.

      “Oh, hello,” he said, pausing a beat before entering the lift. “You’re not following me are you?”

      “I almost said the same thing.”

      “What happened to your date?” He re-pressed the floor button I had already pressed.

      “He’s in the room waiting for me. You’re still out of luck.”

      “So it seems. So it seems.” He smiled and let his eyes settle on the digital numbers that counted the floors.

      When the elevator stopped and the doors opened, he held his hand out, motioning me to exit first. “I hope you enjoy your night.”

      I smiled but said nothing as I walked by him. I turned left and, from the sound of it, knew he had turned right. I was relieved that his room was in the opposite direction. After a few steps, I looked back, because the coincidence was too much for me. That’s when my phone rang. I saw that it was Po Po’s cell and answered right away.

      “Hi, Mommy!”

      Lucy had recently learned how to dial me from Po Po’s “favorites” list and had taken to sneaking the phone from her and calling me.

      “Hi, sweetie. How are you?”

      “I’m oookayyy.”

      It was early Saturday morning in San Francisco, no school. My guess was that she was up for the cartoons, but I didn’t hear the TV in the background, which was a good thing. The TV rule: Thirty minutes in the morning, afternoon, and evening. Harsh? Probably. I felt her time was better spent drawing, reading, singing, playing dress-up, or whatever. So long as she wasn’t stagnant in front of the television, it made me happy.

      “Does Po Po know you have her phone?”

      “Noooooo. I’m hiding.” Lucy giggled.

      I couldn’t help but laugh myself. I had just opened the door to my room when a sharp pain exploded in my back, and I flew forward.
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      “Mommy?”

      Lucy’s call for her mother went unanswered as she heard a scream on the other end of the line.

      “Mommy,” her voice quivered, “are you okay?”

      Still no response, but Lucy could clearly hear a commotion and her mother’s voice, strained and then muffled.

      Lucy may have been only six, but she was old enough to realize that something was wrong. Again she called out for her mom but heard no response.

      Tears welled and streamed down both of her cheeks as she cried out, “Mommy!” over and over, with each call louder than the last until she was screaming uncontrollably into the phone. Her breaths turned to short gasps. Unmentionable images filled her head. Her body shivered, and her teeth chattered.

      Over and over, she shouted into the phone, her mouth the only body part that seemed to work. The rest of her tiny frame remained frozen in the dark closet, where she often had gone to call her mother.

      Ryan heard Lucy first and shot off his bed. “Lucy!” he called out as he sprinted toward her room. There was no response, only the same wailing cry for their mother.

      He turned the corner and faced an empty room. “Lucy!” he called once again before moving toward her closet and sliding the door open. Inside, he saw his sister huddled into a tiny ball, shaking uncontrollably with her eyes looking past him. She had Po Po’s cell phone pressed tightly against her ear as she pleaded over and over for their mother to answer.

      Ryan pried the cell phone from Lucy’s hand and put it up to his ear.

      “Abby!” he shouted. It was worse than he had expected. He could hear loud crashing noises on the other end. A fight! “Abby!” he called out once again. “Are you okay? What’s happening?”

      For the first time in his life, Ryan felt a sense of hopelessness as he listened to the sound of glass breaking and yet another curdling scream from his mother.

      All the judo classes, all the boxing sessions, all the advice she had ever given him over the years had at that moment been rendered completely useless.

      The loud crashing noises were soon laced with the sound of smacking that could only be caused by a balled-up fist. Tears formed in his eyes as he told himself over and over that she was tough, that what he heard was her delivering those punishing blows, that she was in control and winning the battle. It had to be. The other outcome was unthinkable for him.

      And yet, that very thought had gone ahead and wormed its way into his head. Vivid imagery of her being thrown around a room like a rag doll came to life. Grunts and cries of pain only reinforced his imagination. It was enough to break Ryan’s dam of strength. And as much as he tried to prevent that from happening for Lucy’s sake, he couldn’t. Down his face ran streams of hopelessness, inciting more fear in his sister.

      Ryan choked as he tried to call out once again, unable to form even the simplest of sentences. A mumbled mess was all he could muster. And it would only get worse when he heard her yell the one word he had never heard his mother ever utter:

      “Help!”
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      My attacker and I struggled over a broken glass vase, the jagged edge only inches away from plunging into my neck. He was stronger, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could fend him off. I had myself convinced I needed a miracle.

      But Kang would do.

      “Drop it!” I heard him shout.

      The blond man stole a look over his shoulder and gave me the small window of opportunity I needed to save my butt. He let up on his downward pressure and I was able to twist his hand around, shoving the shard upward and ripping his left cheek open. He yelled and let go of the weapon we had been fighting over. Without thought, I drove it into his neck—again and again.

      He tried to defend my attack with his forearms, but the glass continued to find its mark on any part of his body. A second later, Kang yanked him off of me and pinned him to the ground, ready to continue the fight, but it became clear to us both that the fight was already over.

      His heart pumped warm blood out of the wounds in his neck and arms. I got to my feet and reached for the hotel phone, hitting the button for the front desk. “I need the police and an ambulance immediately. A man is dying.”

      My attacker lay on his side, barely moving. Kang used both hands to apply pressure to the largest wound on his neck. I grabbed hold of Kang’s weapon and kept it trained on the man.

      Blood was smeared across his face, and more of it seemed to seep through Kang’s fingers. I hurried to the bathroom and returned with a hand towel. It would do a better job at stopping the blood flow. While it was only seconds ago that this man had wanted me dead, we both knew it was important to keep him alive.

      “Why did you try to kill me?” I shouted. “Was this because of what happened at the club?”

      His eyes found me. A weak smile appeared on his face. I swear; if it hadn’t been for the damage I had caused to his neck, he would have laughed.

      I searched his pockets and found his wallet and passport. Both pieces of identification shared the same information: John Royker from Johannesburg, South Africa. The location matched his accent.

      “You followed us here from the club. Why?” I continued my questioning.

      Still, he said nothing and only smiled. He was dying. There was no denying that. But all I cared about was extracting as much information from him as possible before the inevitable took place.

      “You think it’s funny to kill people?” No sooner had those words left my lips than an idea of who this man might be took over my thoughts. Could it be? But our guy has dark hair and a limp. And yet, as I flashed back over the night’s events, it was clear to me that he had targeted me; he’d had no interest in any other woman in that club.

      Was he the Creeper? Did he work alone? As I stared into his eyes, his pupils were enlarged and jittery, yet he seemed to be experiencing great joy in what had just taken place. A psychopath enjoying the spotlight, even in his darkest hour.

      “You’re Team Creeper!”

      He gurgled a faint laugh before closing his eyes.

      Kang shook the man in an effort to keep him awake. I asked the same question, wanting a definite answer to my hypothetical guess. He faded in and out of consciousness for few more seconds before taking his last breath and leaving me without a reply.

      When hotel security arrived at our room seconds later, there was a motionless body on the carpeted floor, and Kang and I were covered in blood. Add that I held a weapon in my hand, and I could understand how incriminating it looked—for us.

      The next few minutes were extremely tense as we worked to defuse the situation and explain what had happened. Fortunately, we both had identification on us. It was the turning point in the shouting match between us and the trio of suited security guards, and it was the only reason for them to believe us.

      The police and paramedics arrived shortly after. Our guy was long gone and needed a body bag. We, however, had the arduous process of having to explain what had happened again and again to every officer who arrived on the scene. While our identification kept us out of handcuffs, the language barrier continued to thwart our efforts for a speedy explanation. Each person wanted to hear it from our mouths and not from those who had already received the details. It was Thai bureaucracy at its worse.

      Artie surprised us by arriving a half hour after the police had. “Abby. Kyle. What the hell happened here?” His eyes fluttered between us and the body lying next to the bed.

      “How did you know we were here?” I questioned his question.

      “Word about an FBI agent involved in a murder got back to one of my men, and he contacted me. I tried calling your cell, but I got no answer.”

      “My phone!” I only then just remembered that I had been talking with Lucy when I was attacked. I scanned the dark brown carpeting for my phone, wondering if she had heard any of what had taken place. I hoped she hadn’t.

      I found my cell near the wall. The line was dead. I tried calling Po Po but instead heard a recording that told me my phone was out of money. Great. I picked up the hotel phone and dialed home.
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      Po Po picked up on the first ring. That told me she had been eagerly waiting for a call.

      “Abby!”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “You okay. What happened? Lucy was crying.”

      “I’m fine. Where’s Lucy?”

      “Sleeping. She was so upset earlier. What happened?”

      I came clean with my mother-in-law. She needed to know what had happened. She would be the one having to deal with the immediate fallout back home. “Long story short, I was attacked while I was talking to Lucy. I lost my phone in the scuffle, and she must have heard the commotion,” I said, softening the night’s events. If Lucy had heard everything, well, there was no sense in rehashing it and upsetting Po Po as well.

      Po Po told me Ryan had found Lucy tucked away in her closet, holding the phone to her ear and sobbing.

      “Wait. Ryan found her?” This thought had never entered my mind. Now I had to worry about what he had heard.

      “Abby, Ryan told me what he hear on the phone. You not have a small fight. He cry, too, you know. He said you were being hurt. He hear you call for help.”

      A wave of emotions erupted in my chest and raced throughout my body. I felt my legs grow weak, and my stomach did back flips. My breaths grew short as my mind put on a slideshow of the imagery that my kids might have dreamt up.

      I had officially become the worst mother on planet Earth.

      I had inadvertently put my kids through an unimaginable situation, one no mother would ever want their children to experience. Who in their right mind would subject their kids to that psychological damage? Me, the selfish crime-fighter. I had made my own children believe that their mother, their protector, the one person who they could always count on to provide them with comfort and love and be their happy place had been killed.

      The hotel phone was cordless, so I moved my conversation into the bathroom and locked the door. Next came the tears. I tried to hold them back. No way could I be the one who loses it. The backbone of a family doesn’t do that. I’m the rock. I’m the one the others can turn to—the solution to a problem. And yet, I had done the opposite and hurt the ones I loved the most.

      Po Po told me that, when she had gotten to Lucy’s room, she’d found both children wailing uncontrollably. She said Ryan had been holding her cell phone, but the line was dead when she had checked it.

      “I redial the last number, but I only get a Thai recording, and I don’t understand.”

      “Rotten timing. My phone ran out of time right about then.”

      “When I ask Ryan what happened, he only able to tell me bits and pieces but enough to know something bad happen on phone.”

      Listening to Po Po fill in the blanks devastated me. Every word from her mouth was a slug to my gut. I doubled over with guilt and struggled for breaths. At that moment, I felt like a complete failure. I didn’t deserve the three of them.

      Both children were asleep, and I asked Po Po not to wake them. I told her I would talk to them later, but she ignored me and had already made her way to Ryan’s room.

      Before I could get another word out, I heard his voice.

      “Abby, you’re okay,” he said, sniffling.

      “Yes, sweetie. I’m fine. I’m all right.”

      “I was so worried. I heard a fight, and I heard you screaming, and you needed help, and⁠—”

      “Shhhh. Everything is fine. Your mom is okay. You hear me? I’m okay.”

      “I thought you had… you were⁠—”

      “What? What did you think? You know better. I’m your tough mom.”

      He sniffed and coughed. “Yeah, I do. You’re my tough mom.”

      “That’s right. I’m your tough mom, and nothing is ever going to happen to me. I want you to understand that.”

      “Okay,” He sniffed. I heard rustling on the phone and then the sweet sound of my youngest.

      “Mommmyyy!” Lucy shouted in the phone. “I was so worried about you. You sounded like you were in trouble.”

      “Mommy is okay. I’m not hurt. Mommy had a little problem, but it’s all over now. Everything is fine, and I’ll be home soon.”

      Lucy continued to cry and tell me that she missed me. After a few seconds, Po Po came back on the line.

      “Ryan take Lucy back to her room. Better for her to rest.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My son had just left to console his sister, my daughter. That was my job—another blatant sign that I had, once again, failed as a parent. Wait. Forget that. I had failed at being a good person, period. What the hell is wrong with me?

      After a few seconds of silence, Po Po asked when I was coming home. I didn’t have an answer and said what I always said. “Soon.”

      There was a knock on the door followed by Kang’s voice. “Abby, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be out soon. Just give me a minute.” I plucked a few pieces of tissue from a plastic container on the sink counter and dabbed my eyes dry. My left cheek had swelled from a punch I had taken earlier.

      “Kyle,” I called out.

      “Yeah, what is it?”

      “Could you get me some ice?”

      “I’m on it.”

      To tide me over, I ran the corner of a hand towel under the faucet and pressed it against my face. It felt cool against the warm throbbing that had become much more noticeable now that my adrenaline rush had dissipated.

      I looked myself over in the mirror, cleared my throat, shook off my emotions, and put on my best face. A beat later, I exited the bathroom, ready for business.
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      A paramedic approached me and handed me an ice pack. Kang and Artie were right behind him. I wrapped the cold compress in the towel and pressed it against my face.

      The hotel room was teeming with Thai law enforcement. The body hadn’t been moved, and the CSI team was in the early stages of their investigation.

      “Abby,” Artie said in a low voice, “let us step outside and talk.”

      Kang and I followed him into the hallway. I knew both of them had the same burning question on their mind. As soon as we were a few feet from the door, I told them what had happened from the moment I had parted ways with Kang outside the hotel.

      “You sure this is the same guy from the bar?” Artie asked.

      “Positive.”

      “Abby’s right. I remember that guy,” Kang added. “He must have been waiting for us outside, because I also remember looking over to where he had been sitting before we left, and I didn’t see him.”

      “His wallet contained a card key belonging to the Westin hotel,” Artie said. “My guys are on their way over there to track down his room. Hopefully they find something that can shed some light on your theory that the body inside that room belongs to the Creeper.”

      “This is what my gut is telling me,” I said. “I don’t have any definitive proof except the look in his eyes when he attacked me. It was like he knew who I was. And I don’t mean in an I-just-met-you sort of way. It all felt very premeditated. Did you find anything else on his person?”

      “A cell phone,” Artie responded.

      “Did you check to see if the game app is loaded on it?”

      The look on Artie’s face told me his answer. “Wait here,” he said before turning around and heading back into the room. A few seconds later, he reappeared with a smartphone in a baggie. He snapped a glove onto his hand and removed the phone. “We’re in luck; no passcode.” He continued tapping at the screen until a smile formed on his face. That’s when he turned the phone around and showed us the Chasing Chinatown game.

      This was the second account within the game that we had access to. From what we could tell, the game play was exactly the same as what we experienced while playing as the Carlsons, except for one detail: The Creeper’s second task in Bangkok revealed a picture of Kang and me with the blunt instructions to eliminate us.

      “So your masked man told the truth,” Kang said as he rested his hands on his hips.

      “Yep, and they got what they wanted: a dead creep,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      “So now what?” Artie asked. “We won the battle. Does that mean we can keep playing the game?”

      Neither Kang nor I had an answer for him. My best guess was that, once word got back to the mastermind that the Creeper had become a stiff, the accounts for Team Carlson and Team Creeper would be shut down.

      “Up until now, any progress we’ve made has come from playing the game, but sadly, I don’t think we’ve gotten closer to the mastermind. We’ve taken down two teams, yet what I see here on the phone is that the remaining teams are still playing in the other cities.”

      “Maybe when it becomes apparent that Bangkok has now been compromised, we might see some sort of effect. That body,” Kang thumbed backward, “is still warm.”

      Kang reminded all of us that patience went a long way. Just then, a talk bubble appeared stating that Team Despicable had completed the fourth task in Shanghai, further reinforcing what I had just said.

      “I count only seventeen teams,” Artie said.

      “Rome caught up with the killer in their city,” I said. “I got word on that when I spoke to my supervisor a few days ago. Sorry, it slipped my mind. But what I’m trying to say is that this game will continue until a team wins.”

      “Or all teams are captured,” Artie suggested.

      “I agree with you there, but taking down the mastermind is the only way to dismantle the game for good.”

      “I agree,” Kang said. “The way I see it, so long as these dipshits allow us access, we have to keep playing. It’s the only card we have.”

      “Don’t forget, Artie: Another team could pass through Bangkok. The only way to take Bangkok off the list of destinations, like we did in San Francisco, is to take out whoever is responsible for managing the game here.”

      Artie looked around to make sure we were alone. “I think I know who that person is.”
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      “I’m pretty sure Somchai Neelapaijit is our guy.” Artie beamed. His eyebrows arched proudly. He summarized what he had discovered after securing and interrogating the individual who had attacked us.

      “Where is this guy?” Kang asked. “I’d like a crack at him.”

      “Where he is isn’t important,” Artie said quickly. “We obtained the information we needed, and right now, my men are fleshing out the details of my plan. It’s important that we execute it as quietly and as fast as possible.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “A combination of things. The Triads have a tight grip on the neighborhood, and Chinatown is off limits to Thai police thanks to corrupt politicians.”

      “It’s no different than what we faced back in San Francisco. I suspect every Chinatown, to some degree, is self-governing for the very reasons you just stated,” Kang added.

      “And you think this is the way to go, under the radar?” I asked. “Going rogue, so to speak?”

      “I do. I know it makes the operation ten times more dangerous, but if we try to play by the rules, we’ll be buried in red tape and lose our chance at surprising Somchai. And if for some reason bureaucracy didn’t get in the way, someone would tip him off, and he’d go into hiding. I’m sure of that.”

      I understood what he faced. We were in Thailand. They had a different way of handling things. My thoughts were that it wasn’t much of a hurdle for Artie to overcome, but I had to make sure that, if things did go wrong, Kang and I weren’t caught up in it, or worse, victimized by it. We had already experienced our fair share of close calls on this trip. Even Reilly had thoughts of pulling me out. Another stumble and I knew we would be kissing our time here goodbye.

      “You know,” I said, “if you’re right about this guy, I think we might have a link.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Well, Jing Woo managed the game in San Francisco, and he oversaw the city’s Chinatown. If the same holds true for this Somchai guy, then the head Triad in each Chinatown may also be in charge of running the game.”

      “Hmmmm.” Kang removed a handkerchief from his pocket and took the cell from Artie. “Son of a… I don’t know why I didn’t see the connection before.” He turned the phone around to show us the list of cities still in play. “Every single one of these cities features a prominent Chinatown.”

      “What are you, some sort of authority on Chinatown?” Artie asked.

      A grin appeared on my face, and Kang chuckled. “Let’s just say it’s a hobby of mine.”

      Artie seemed to be at a loss.

      “Kyle here is kind of a nerd about all things Chinese,” I explained. “If we’re right about this, my supervisor can alert our partners around the world to focus on Chinatowns. If they take out the management, it stops the game play there.”

      “But it doesn’t stop the killer,” Artie said, stretching out his arms, palms up.

      “No, it doesn’t, but it may stop more unnecessary deaths,” I said.

      We had turned a corner on our investigation and gained ourselves another solid foothold. Would it lead us to the mastermind? I was hopeful. I knew if we continued to squeeze, we would close in on him.

      “When do you think your men will be ready?”

      “Soon. Look, I don’t expect you two to tag along. I understand the implications that you might face should things go wrong, not only with our government but with your superiors as well. I’m willing to take this on by myself.”

      I looked at the ice pack in my hand and thought about what I had just put my two children through. I thought about why I had moved my family from Hong Kong to San Francisco. I thought about how I wanted a quieter, safer, and much more normal life for us. I thought about how I wasn’t nearly delivering on that as well as I could be.

      I had already experienced two life-threatening situations and felt extremely lucky with the outcomes. Quite frankly, I wasn’t too excited about rolling the dice yet a third time. Not to mention the fact that we would definitely be overstepping what little authority we had here in Thailand. From the look in Kang’s eyes, I could see that he had similar thoughts.

      This was a quagmire of epic proportions. I didn’t want to leave Artie to handle the case by himself. This was my investigation.

      On the other hand, we could be jeopardizing the solid foothold we had recently gained by not following Artie’s plan. We were moving fast, cutting corners, and not thinking things through thoroughly. At least that was how I felt.

      “I understand that this is a lot to take in,” Artie said, breaking the silence and gaining our attention again. “As soon as my men and I have everything in place, I’ll brief you two. You can give me your answer then.”

      Artie had just given us a little breathing room, and I intended to take those much-needed breaths.
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      A quick peek at my watch told me it was three in the morning. I was battered and beat. As soon as we were no longer needed at the crime scene, we left. We agreed to grab a few hours of shut-eye before discussing our options and what our approach to the investigation should be from that point on. The situation had changed, and we needed to reevaluate.

      Neither of us thought we would be endangering ourselves by returning to our original hotel, the Landmark Plaza. If we were still being watched, checking into yet a third hotel would be pointless. In our minds, we weren’t facing a credible threat.

      Artie, on the other hand, whether he realized or not, never questioned how we had ended up with a room at the Sheraton, and I didn’t feel the need to offer up an explanation that wasn’t, at the time, being asked for.

      What little of the night that was left sped by fast. That’s how it felt when a morning wakeup call from Artie interrupted my Zs. He had called to tell me that they had discovered evidence in the room at the Westin that confirmed what we already thought: The man who attacked me was the Creeper.

      “We found a wig and colored contact lenses that match our original description.”

      “What about the limp everyone kept reporting?”

      “We found a metal device in his suitcase that looks like a rudimentary splint. We believe he wore this, and that’s what caused him to limp. He played the game under a disguise, Abby.”

      “If that’s the case, I highly doubt we would have ever caught up with him if he hadn’t made the first move. Even my kidnappers hadn’t known he had changed his appearance.”

      “Luck was on our side.”

      “No kidding.”

      Before I could thank Artie for the update, he surprised me by saying he had a finalized plan in place for capturing Somchai.

      “That was fast.”

      “Time is against us. I’d like to meet with you and Kyle right away to discuss the details and how you two can be involved if need be.”

      If need be? It sounded like Artie had just laid the groundwork for our participation to be hands-off. I decided to reserve judgment and told him we could meet in one hour at the Starbucks. I then rang Kang and relayed my conversation with Artie.

      “Disguise? Sheesh, we got lucky.”

      “I agree.”

      “So this sense that Artie might be trying to spearhead the investigation from here on out, is that a bad thing? I mean we are in Thailand and don’t have any authority. And we’ve already had more than our fair share of hairy moments. It might be smart to let him take the lead on this operation.”

      “There’s certainly merit in that approach. I don’t know how finalized the plan is. Everything we’ve done up to date has been kind of a shoot-from-the-hip approach, and that’s exactly the impression I got when Artie talked about this last night. Plus, he wanted to keep the entire operation hush-hush.”

      “It’s like we’re setting ourselves up for more problems by being involved.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. My brain is telling me to take a step back, but my ego is bruised.”

      “Hey, we’re only two people. Our own investigation is already under the radar. Why put ourselves farther off the grid?”

      I couldn’t argue with Kang. He was right. We lacked the proper support and equipment we would need to infiltrate Somchai’s hideout and extract him successfully. In the end, we decided to hear Artie out before making any decisions. Maybe he did have a credible plan in place.
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      When we arrived at the coffee shop, Artie was already inside. He had coffee for Kang and hot water for me. He stood and shook both our hands and, before we could take our seats, started discussing his plan.

      “We plan on hitting Somchai at three in the morning. Chinatown will be a sleeping giant at that time.”

      So far, I nodded in agreement. I removed my tin of loose-leaf tea and dropped a pinch into my hot water. It felt so good to be reunited with the real deal instead of the tea bags I’d been stuck with. Note to self: Next time, include tea with my emergency change of clothes.

      “Our interrogation revealed that the place is heavily guarded, about fourteen men, and we have to assume they have some degree of tactical training.”

      “What?” Kang choked on his coffee and followed that up with a small coughing fit.

      “What sort of weaponry do they possess?” I said, equally surprised.

      “Most will be armed with handguns, but I wouldn’t put it past Somchai’s men to have a few high-powered rifles in their stock and even be outfitted with flak jackets.”

      I scratched the top of my forehead. Taking a backseat on this mission was becoming an easy decision.

      “There’s more. Somchai’s office is on the top floor of a five-story building. The men are spread out on every floor. Anything but a silent approach will have bullets raining down upon us.”

      “Sheesh. What kind of firepower do you have?” Kang asked.

      “We have body armor, and we can outgun them with weapons, but a firefight is something we want to avoid. It’ll only make the situation worse and our exit out of Chinatown harder. Remember, we have to assume that, if the alarm is sounded, more Somchai supporters will appear.”

      “Okay, so enlighten us. How do you plan on getting past his men and into his office quietly?” I asked.

      “That’s the brilliant part of my plan.” A grin appeared on Artie’s face. “We’re not using the front door. The next building sits only three feet away. We can cross over via the roof and enter the top floor from above. We’ll leave the same way we came. If all goes as planned, his men won’t know a thing.”

      Finally, a bit of sense amid the madness of his plan. Still, it seemed like the odds were stacked, even if Artie’s men were better equipped and trained.

      “Is there security at that adjacent building?” I asked.

      “I have a contact in that building. He’s assured me that Somchai’s men don’t have a presence there.”

      It appeared that Artie had put thought into his plan, but one look at Kang and I knew his thoughts were in line with mine: Let Artie run with this while we watch from the sidelines. But I still wanted to see how much better the plan could get.

      “How do you plan on achieving a still, very-much-needed stealthy approach into Chinatown?”

      “A delivery truck.”

      “Okay,” I said, “but what about the guards on the top floor? There’s no avoiding them.”

      “That’s where you two come in,” he said.
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      “That’s your plan, have us draw the guards out of the building so you can slip in on top unnoticed?” I made no attempt to hide my disappointment, nor did I scale back the sarcasm I delivered with my response. I even threw in an eye roll as I sat back in my seat shaking my head.

      “I gotta admit,” Kang said, “telling us that our role is to act as the bait isn’t a plan. It’s a death wish. I want no part of this.” Kang pushed back from the table and stood. “Sorry, Abby, but I’m not playing along. I’ll be at the hotel if you need me.”

      I turned to Artie. “Artie, I’m with Kyle on this one. We can’t be part of this operation.”

      “Wait,” Artie popped out of his seat with an arm reaching out to me. He motioned for both of us to take out seats again. “At least let me finish explaining.”

      “Explaining what?” Kang asked. “I’m not offering myself up as bait. So unless that part of your plan changes, I don’t see any point in sticking around.”

      Artie motioned again to the chair.

      Clearly that part of the plan wasn’t changing, and Kang didn’t need to be told that. He turned and walked away.

      “Abby?” Artie shrugged while holding his palms up.

      “Look, Artie, Kang doesn’t work for me. I can’t make him do anything. Plus, I agree with him. So long as your plan calls for us to act as the distraction, we’re not taking part. It’s high-risk, not to mention I would be crossing the line. I have no jurisdiction in Thailand; neither does Kyle. We can’t willingly take part in an unsanctioned operation.”

      Artie leaned over the table. He lowered his voice, but the tone intensified. “What the hell do you call what you’re doing now? Technically, you’re here to advise, not to investigate. Yet you are. I call the shots, and you report to me, but I decided to work with you rather than treat you how you should have been treated—like a nuisance in my country.

      I moved closer and lowered my own voice. “Oh, please. You need my expertise. This case is over your head, and you know it. Consulting never would have captured the Creeper.”

      “Typical American arrogance. So it’s okay for you to bend the rules where you see fit, but not for me? Tell me, why isn’t the American Embassy involved? Where is your liaison? I know you have an FBI and a CIA contact over there. Do they even know you’re here? You’re cutting corners yourself, and you know it.”

      I looked over my shoulder to ensure that no one had sat down behind us. I then took a seat. So did Artie. “Look, if you must know. They are aware of my presence here, and I do keep them updated on my activities.”

      “Oh? Lots of help they were when you got yourself kidnapped. Why weren’t they notified? Kyle could have easily done that, yet he called me. And what about last night when you almost got yourself killed? Where were they then?”

      Artie was right. I had cut corners. My contact at the embassy had received a very sanitized version of my activities here. I had met with him once and kept all other contact to phone calls. As far as he knew, my days were spent advising the Thai Police on an investigation.

      The only person who knew of my real activities, besides Kang, was my supervisor, Reilly. Both understood what was at stake. Getting closer to the mastermind meant keeping the number of people involved to a minimum, even if it meant deceiving one of our own. “They are on a need-to-know basis. And I didn’t think what happened merited their involvement. You’re right. I have cut some corners, but I did not willingly put myself into those situations. And how do you think it would look if my liaison and the embassy were alerted to a missing FBI agent under your watch?”

      I had Artie there. He knew that, if the light had been shed on what had actually taken place, he would have taken the hit for being irresponsible. If he wanted to get even more technical, we were guests of Thailand and his responsibility. Being kidnapped under his watch wouldn’t have done Artie’s career any favors.

      “Okay.” Artie shrugged, indifferent to the situation. “So we each have our methods for achieving our results. Now what?”

      “What do you mean, ‘Now what?’ Same-same, as the saying goes; I’m not posing as your decoy, and as you can see, Kyle has already checked out.”

      Artie gave the coffee shop a once-over, his left leg bouncing a steady stream of beats, before settling his eyes back on me. “You have to admit, the part of my plan that involves coming in from the roof has merit.”

      I nodded.

      “So, help me. What would you do?”
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      An hour later, and Artie and I had a revised plan. But in order for it to be effective, we needed two things to happen: Kang had to agree to be a part of it, and we needed an extra two days. Artie was reluctant to postpone, worried that our window of opportunity to take down Somchai might close.

      “I can keep the Creeper’s death out of the media, but who knows how the game tracks their players?” he said. “And Chan, the Triad member, well, let’s just say he’s gone missing. Eventually, someone will come looking for him. Time is not on our side.”

      Artie wanted to move in immediately, but it was a suicide mission. Two days to get our new plan in order provided a better opportunity. We would just have to take the chance that everything went our way and that Somchai stayed put.

      I told Artie that it would be better if I talked to Kang alone. I knew he would still be emotional over what had taken place earlier that morning, and seeing Artie would only keep his mind shut to other possibilities.

      I tracked Kang down outside the hotel. He had just ordered a bowl of noodles, so I joined him. We slurped the white thin strands and spooned porky broth into our mouths for a good ten minutes before I broached the subject of Somchai.

      “Are you crazy? You heard what he said.”

      “That’s the old plan. There’s a new one,” I said, coiling strands of noodles onto a spoon with my chopstick.

      “Abby, we’re supposed to be here advising—at the most, collecting information—but instead, we’re spearheading an investigation without the proper backing and support of our superiors. I could lose my job over this, even my head—literally.”

      “We talked about this. I thought you were okay with our approach on this case when we got here.”

      “That was before I got in a street fight and had to pretend to be Evel Knievel to escape an angry mob. And you, Abby, you almost got killed last night. This is beyond tweaking the rules. When you went missing, do you know how close I came to calling your contacts at the embassy? Do you?”

      “That situation… It wasn’t ideal. Strike that. It plain sucked. You know I would have supported whatever decision you made.”

      “I could have been responsible for your death. I... I…”

      I placed a hand on Kang’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You’re a good detective and an even better friend.”

      Kang shook his head slowly as he peered into his bowl. “We can’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      “I agree.”

      We both took a moment to reflect on our situation before we picked up our bowls, tilted them back toward our mouth and gulped down the rest of our soup.

      I removed a tissue from my purse to wipe my mouth while Kang settled for the back of his hand.

      Setting down his bowl, he let out a breath and looked at me. “So what’s the plan?”
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      Over the next two days, Kang and I worked to solidify the details of the new plan. It still called for Artie to enter the building from the roof and extract Somchai via the same route. Until then, all he had to do was keep eyes on Somchai and be sure he was still in that building when we came for him.

      Our first task at hand was to ID the person keeping tabs on Kang and me. With all that had happened to us, it was obvious that we were being watched. With a little counter-surveillance, it didn’t take long.

      Right away I spotted the girl who had provided us with our answers to the two riddles we had solved earlier. It took a little longer to spot the second person—another girl we had never seen before. My gut told me there could be two, and it had been right. The girls were amateurs in the game of surveillance, but it was essential they never lost sight of us. From that moment on, we made it easier for them to watch and follow us. It was part of the plan.

      Secondly, we booked rooms at a new hotel and moved some of our stuff over there to give the impression that we were setting up another safe location. Our tailers were right behind us the entire time, as we expected them to be. It was part of the plan.

      Third, with the help of Artie, we met with the owner of the Shark bar in broad daylight. We used a lot of exaggerated hand movements and pointed to various rooftop locations, giving the impression that we were setting up for something at Soi Cowboy. I spotted one of the girls on her cell phone. I was pretty sure she was giving a play-by-play to her boss of what we were doing, which we expected. It was part of the plan.

      We then repeated the entire show at Nana Plaza with another bar owner who was friendly with Artie and whom he could trust. We did this once more outside the location of our new hotel. The girls stuck with us the entire time.

      Lastly, we hired a tuk-tuk, one of those three-wheel rickshaws, to drive us up and down Sukhumvit Road. Except this time, Artie had his men in two other tuk-tuks following us. Artie pretended to point out various tactical points of interest while talking to his men via two-way radios. Anyone in his or her right mind would easily have concluded that it looked as if we were setting up for a large surveillance operation.

      With that part of the plan taken care of, we spent the second of our two days positioning a few men on the rooftops above Nana Plaza, Soi Cowboy, and our new hotel. They were instructed to continually take photographs and to videotape the surrounding area.

      As we had hoped, the two girls continued to report our actions, which resulted in additional bodies. Backup had appeared. According to Artie, they were all members of the local Triad gang. That told us one thing: We had grabbed Somchai’s attention, and he wanted to know what the hell was happening.

      Artie then had a few police officers, outfitted with tactical gear and high-powered rifles, join the other men on the rooftops. Because his men were split up over a half-mile stretch of road, the seven tailers watching our every move split up so they could better keep an eye on Artie’s men. And of course, that was part of the plan.

      With our dummy surveillance plan up and operational, the three of us headed back to the Landmark, free of any reporting eyes. We then snuck out a back door and into a delivery van that awaited us. Inside were two members of Artie’s trusted team.

      “Where are we heading to?” Kang asked.

      “A restaurant that I use to hold meetings,” Artie replied.

      Once there, we spent the rest of our time familiarizing ourselves with our roles to ensure that our plan was executed flawlessly. We were still on for that night. It was important that everyone knew what was expected of them. I also did my best to recreate a layout of the building based on my last visit, when I had been kidnapped. “I know it’s not exact,” I said while placing my drawing down on the table. “I could be wrong, but it’ll have to do.”

      “It’s helpful,” Artie said, “but I still don’t understand why we”—he pointed at himself and motioned to his men—“aren’t privy to the other part of your plan.”

      Clearly keeping our mouths shut on that one detail had been a sticking point for Artie. I didn’t blame him. He had shared openly with us while we withheld information, essentially asking him to blindly trust us.

      “We’ve already covered this. In order for Kang and me to participate, we need control over certain aspects of the operation. This is one of them.”

      “Withholding information? You realize how dangerous this mission is? My men and I are putting our lives on the line.”

      “I understand that but so far, everything that we had hoped for has happened.”

      Artie’s cell phone rang just then. “Yes, I see… Are you sure?... That’s good news.”

      All eyes in the room were on Artie.

      “I just received word that four of Somchai’s personal guards have joined the other Triad gang members, most likely to assess the situation,” he reported.

      “The decoys we planted are working,” Kang observed. “This lowers the amount of resistance in the building, which we were hoping for.”

      “It’s better but still dangerous,” Artie said. “I still don’t know how you two plan on drawing the attention of the guards in front of the building, and hopefully the ones inside, away from their posts.”

      “We don’t plan on doing anything. We’ve been made. His men know who we are. They’ll see us coming a mile away.”

      Artie threw his arms up out of frustration as his men shifted in their seats and their low rumble of concern grew louder. The tension in the room thickened.

      Artie settled his eyes back on me. He bit his lower lip and bounced his legs. He struggled to keep his voice free of anger. “If you don’t do anything, then who, Abby? Who will draw the attention of the guards?”

      Before I could answer Artie, my phone alerted me to a text message. I stood up, said nothing and walked away from the table.

      “Where are you going?” Artie called out after me.

      I didn’t respond and exited the small banquet room where we had gathered. He started to question Kang for an explanation as I closed the door behind me. A few minutes later, I returned.

      I wasn’t alone.
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      The tall Russian was the first to enter the room, and while I hadn’t yet, what I heard painted a pretty good visual of how Artie and his men reacted.

      “Who are you?” I heard Artie’s elevated voice, followed by the scraping of a chair against the wooden floor.

      By the time I had walked through the door, Detective Sokolov had Kang wrapped up in a giant bear hug.

      “You sonofabitch. Need me to save your ass again, huh?” he said in his familiar accent.

      “Yeah, pipe dreams,” Kang answered with a chuckle.

      In step behind me was one other person, Agent House. Artie was still on his feet. So were a few of his men. “Artie, it’s okay. They’re friends, and they’re the other part of the plan.”

      Artie’s mouth hung open for a second longer while he worked to rearrange his thoughts into words. “Why didn’t you tell me you were bringing help?”

      “The giant is Detective Pete Sokolov,” I said, addressing the room. “The woman next to me is Agent Tracy House. Both are familiar with the investigation and the sick game fueling it. We’re lucky to have them here to help us.”

      “Abby,” Artie started, but I held up a hand, cutting him off.

      “I’m sorry. We couldn’t risk their identities being compromised. This isn’t a trust issue, so don’t take it personally. We needed to do this. Can we move on and focus on what we need to do?”

      Artie looked at the four of us and then at his men, who were all looking at him. I hoped he would realize we were all on the same team, working together. He nodded and took his seat. His men followed his lead. In a calm voice, he asked me to continue.

      “Good.” I looked at my watch. “We don’t have much time, and it’s best spent focusing on our objective.”

      Artie glanced at his watch. “It’s only ten. We’re not set to move in until three in the morning, when it’s quiet.”

      “That’s what we don’t want to do. The remaining guards will be on high alert due to the distraction we created. A quiet and empty street will not be our friend. We need to move in now, while Chinatown is awash with people eating and drinking. We won’t be easily detected.”

      I proceeded to explain that Sokolov and House would pretend to be a couple of inebriated tourists who were lost and seeking directions. “Their goal is to disable the two guards outside the building. It’ll reduce the chance of the other guards inside the building being alerted, but it still leaves the guards on the top floor that you will encounter. Because we don’t know exactly where the guards are stationed or if they have routine patrols, this prevents us from moving up the floors. It’s too risky.”

      Artie nodded his agreement. “I’m confident we can dispatch the guards on the top floor and gain entrance to Somchai’s office. So far, this is a better plan. I’m curious though; what’s your role?”

      “Kyle and I will operate command central in the delivery van.”

      “Huh?” Artie’s eyebrows crinkled.

      “Agent House was able to bring a few toys with her, courtesy of the FBI.”

      House lifted a black duffle bag onto the table and started unloading equipment.

      I picked up a clear earpiece with a wire attached to a small control unit. “Everyone will be equipped with a radio earpiece so that we can all be in contact. There are two throat mics, one for each team. Artie, Agent House can familiarize you with the device.”

      I then picked up a small, tubular gadget. “We have body-mounted video cameras that can transmit imagery so Kyle and I can monitor the situation in real time. We’ll be your eyes. And lastly—this is my favorite part—we have a flexible, fiber-optic video camera.”

      I picked up the snake-like coil and bent it into a curved shape before handing it to Artie. “You’ll be able to slide this under the door and monitor the guards in the hall before entering.”

      Artie’s eyes widened as he snatched the camera from my hand and fiddled with it. His men had already helped themselves to the earpieces and were busy testing them out. “Reilly was a no-go on the video monitor setup you requested,” House said. “But this wireless security system we picked up at Best Buy has a portable, nine-inch monitor we can use. I had a tech guy tinker with the system. It can now receive the video feed from the two cameras.”

      I stretched my lips thin and softened my eyes before giving House a pat to the arm; she always knew how to come through. I spent the next half hour fielding more questions from Artie and his men. With everyone comfortable on the details and their roles in the mission, we gathered our equipment and set out for Chinatown.
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      There were two main roads that cut through Chinatown. We would enter the vicinity via the popular Yaorawat Road and exit on Charoen Krung Road. Sokolov and House, Team One, traveled in a taxi ahead of us, while Kang and I plus Team Two, consisting of Artie and his men, followed in the delivery van. We spent that time setting up the video monitor and ensuring our camera feeds, throat mics and earpieces were operational. Our communication system was up and running by the time we reached Chinatown.

      Shortly after we passed the ornate arches at the entranceway into the neighborhood, I instructed Team One to exit their taxi and proceed on foot to the target building while we drove ahead to our designated area, the adjacent building.

      It took us another twenty minutes to maneuver our vehicle through traffic before parking outside the building. It was located on a street sandwiched between Yaorawat and Charoen Krung, making our escape easy. While small, the side street still had its fair share of street food vendors and sidewalk restaurants, all with tables packed full of patrons. Artie and his men remained in their civilian clothing and carried their tactical gear into the building via duffle bags so as not to draw attention.

      The time was 11:45 p.m. and both teams were in position. Kang and I had a live feed from both cameras displayed on our monitor. Team Two had already rendezvoused with Artie’s contact. His role was to help them gain entrance to the rooftop and provide the ladder needed to cross the gap between the buildings. I ordered Team Two to proceed to the roof. “Do not cross over to the target building. Hold your position for now.”

      Team One stood near the lively T&K Seafood restaurant. A very small alley next to it housed the entranceway to Somchai’s building.

      “Team One, can you get a visual on the guards without entering the alley?”

      “That’s a negative.” House’s voice came through clear via her throat mic. “The alley is dark, limiting our visibility.”

      I couldn’t take the chance of Team Two alerting the guards below while they crossed over to the other building. It was imperative that Team One eliminate them beforehand.

      I had already brainstormed with House on what the best approach would be for a nonlethal takedown. We wanted to avoid having a body to deal with. The ideal situation called for House and Sokolov to disarm them and tie them up, but we were faced with many unknowns. Were there really only two guards outside? Were there more just inside the doorway? What kind of weapons did they possess? And lastly, how well trained were they in grappling?

      I was confident in House and Sokolov’s abilities, but as I said, it was not the ideal situation. Another proposition was to use a tranquilizer gun to immobilize them. The problem there was whether or not the guards would be outfitted with body armor.

      I knew we would be limited to the sort of gear House could bring with her, and we couldn’t plan for a number of scenarios. We had to make our most educated guess and hope for the best. In the end, the drunken, lost tourist guise seemed to play well. It would give House and Sokolov the opportunity to get close so as to assess the guards and the situation.

      It would be their call on whether they could disarm and take out the guards. If they felt the situation had become unpredictable, they could pull out without the guards suspecting anything.

      Of course, our contingency plan, should that have been necessary, was to remove ourselves from the mission. I made sure Artie understood that. I had received a stern warning from Reilly not to take any unnecessary chances. “If anything goes wrong, Abby, this will come down on you. Is that clear?” Oh, it was very clear.

      “Team Two, Team One is still working to assess the situation on the ground.”

      “Standing by.”

      “Command, I have an idea,” House said. “We could switch our video feed to night vision and maneuver ourselves near the entrance of the alley, perhaps the monitor will show you what we can’t see.”

      “Good idea. Move in.”

      The video on our monitor turned to a dark green with large patches of white. As Team One moved toward the darkened alley, the heavy light source from the street lamps faded. We picked up a cat crossing their path and a few people walking toward them. House, who wore the video camera, positioned herself so we could look down the dead-end alley. We could hear the two of them giggling and asking each other where they were. They were convincing. Almost too convincing.

      “Tracy, I need you to be less drunk; the image is too shaky.”

      House steadied her movements.

      “Pete, I also need you to move to the left of Tracy: you’re partially blocking our view.”

      A beat later, the image opened up, and I could see the figures of two men in the distance. However, there was a problem. “Guys, you won’t believe this.”
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      “What’s wrong? What’s happening down there?” Artie’s voice had popped up in my earpiece. While he and his team were privy to the conversation I’d had with Team One, they didn’t have access to a visual.

      “Team Two, I need you to continue holding your position until Team One can properly assess the situation.”

      “Is there a problem?” Artie demanded.

      “What do you see?” House chimed in.

      “I see two men. One is in a sitting position, leaning back against the building. The other looks to be slumped over next to him. They look like they’ve passed out.”

      “That’s uncharacteristic of Somchai’s guards,” Artie said. “He wouldn’t hire idiots who fall asleep on the job.”

      “My thoughts as well. Team One, proceed with caution.”

      With the go ahead, House and Sokolov moved down the dark alley, continuing their act of two lost tourists.

      “You think this is the right way,” House said.

      “Good question. I lost the map,” Sokolov responded.

      “Team One, you’re about twenty feet away. Let us know when you have a visual.”

      Team One continued their slow and playful approach. I knew they both had their hands near or on their weapons in the event things took a turn for the worse.

      “Command, we have a visual,” House whispered into the mic.

      “Hello,” she called out. “Can you help us? We’re lost.”

      We heard no response, nor did we see any movement from the thermal imaging representing the two bodies. “Be careful, guys.”

      Team One was practically on top of the guards, and still we saw no response, but by that time, Kang and I had a pretty good idea why.

      “Command, are you seeing what we’re seeing? Can you confirm?”

      “We are. And yes, it looks like both men have been decapitated.”

      “What?” Artie erupted. His voice reverberated in my earpiece. “They’re dead?”

      “Team Two, the entry guards have already been taken out. We need you to move in now with caution.”

      Kang switched the monitor to show a split screen of both video feeds. We watched Team Two make their way over to the target building and toward the stairwell.  One of Artie’s men produced a bolt cutter and snipped a lock on the door, and in they went.

      “Command,” House said, “the front door has been breached and it sounds uncharacteristically quiet inside. We’re moving inside the building.”

      We saw the bodies just inside the doorway at the same time as Team One did.

      “Abby, you seeing this?” House asked as they stepped around the bodies.

      “I am. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

      “I am.”

      Kang motioned to me to shut my mic down.

      “Don’t tell me this is San Francisco all over again.”

      “It doesn’t look good.” When my supervisor had moved in to take down Jing Woo, the head of San Francisco’s Triad gang and godfather of the city’s Chinatown, they made the grim discovery that they were too late. All, with the exception of Jing, had been decapitated.

      “Command, we’re at the bottom of the stairwell on the fifth floor. We’re using the fiber-optic video camera to get a look into the hallway.”

      A few seconds passed before Artie came back on the line. “The hallway looks completely empty.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. We’re moving forward.”

      Artie and his men pushed through the door with ease, since it wasn’t locked, and made their way down the hall. Kang and I were able to see the hallway at that point via night vision feed from Artie’s camera. Two of his men moved forward to the stairwell and held their position while Artie and the rest of his men stacked up next to the door to Somchai’s office. Before he could say anything, I did.

      “Let me guess: The door’s already open.”
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      Inside, Artie found Somchai Neelapaijit in the same position that Reilly had discovered Jing Woo: on his back and opened up from sternum to pubic bone. His innards lay on the floor next to him, only this time, a piece of paper had been laid across Somchai’s face with a typed message on it: You can’t stop the game.

      Kang and I exited the van and rallied with House and Sokolov before letting Artie’s men know we were starting the five-floor walk up to Somchai’s office. The stairwell was dark, and I wasn’t sure if the building had any power until we reached the fourth floor where we could finally see light shining down from the fifth floor.

      The lights in the office were on when we got there. I sort of wished they hadn’t been. The amount of blood outside and inside the door gave me a visual of the sticky substance I had felt gripping the soles of my shoes as we traveled up the stairs. We had passed two bodies in the stairwell and a few others near the landings. Eventually, we had counted eight bodies. Those keeping an eye on our surveillance decoy were lucky that night.

      Artie immediately called in manpower to have the building cordoned off and secured. Somchai still had men loyal to him who were on the loose, and the last thing we wanted was to be surprised by anyone unfriendly.

      Artie was at a loss for words as he surveyed the office. “How did this happen?”

      “Trained hit men. Artie, we should move to apprehend the individuals watching our surveillance team. They might be next on the list, and they need to be questioned.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. Word will spread fast.” He made a call.

      I made it clear to Artie that I wanted first dibs at an interview if they were successful at detaining any of the gang members or the two girls, considering his methods had resulted in the disappearance of the last guy. His pushback came as a surprise.

      “Abby, I will be handling the interrogations. You are welcome to observe from a live video feed in another location.”

      Why not write a book about it, and I’ll read it later when it’s published? That’s how I viewed his proposal. It was a little unfair, since we were supposed to be working together. But it was another reminder that we were in Bangkok only because the Thais had given us permission to be there.

      I knew the amount of leeway Artie had already granted me was more than I should have been allowed. And I needed all the help I could get. Interviewing the remaining members of Somchai’s crew could provide that.

      “All I’m asking is to let me have a little time with them.” I had lowered my voice and relaxed my posture, not wanting to challenge his authority as I had earlier that night at the restaurant. “I realize I have no call on this matter, but I’m asking you to please consider my request.”

      In the end, we compromised, sort of. “Okay, I’ll give you two of them, but I’m picking them. Also, you get one hour for both. Take it or leave it?”

      I took it.

      As I had expected, all of Chinatown had shut down. Artie’s supervisors and even their superiors showed up. I got the impression, even with all their posturing, that they were all unsure whether Somchai’s death was a positive or a negative, but they needed to be there to support whatever the outcome. Politics.

      Before the circus could balloon any bigger, I pulled Artie to the side and suggested that it would be best for the American entourage to take a back seat. He agreed and said he would try to steer any focus away from us. Under no circumstances did I want anyone within the Thai government to have the perception that we had spearheaded that operation.

      In the end, the story that we fed everyone was that we had helped gather information, had provided tactical advice, and had supplied minimal surveillance support all at Artie’s direction. He was in the limelight and in line for all the credit. I was happy to hand it over. My focus was still on the mastermind behind the game.
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      As soon as we were released from the Somchai crime scene, House, Sokolov, Kang, and I reconvened in my room at the Landmark to discuss our next steps. We were tired, but time was working against us, as usual. Kang had room service bring up plenty of hot coffee and snacks. I dialed Reilly on the hotel phone and put him on speakerphone.

      I spent the first fifteen minutes recapping what had happened. Reilly remained quiet the entire time, save for a few vocal acknowledgments every now and then. “Does our liaison at the embassy know what happened?” he asked when I finished.

      “If you’re asking if we had a conversation with him about this, then the answer is no,” I said. “But I imagine it’s only a matter of time before he gets wind of it. I thought I would check with you first to see how you wanted to play this.”

      “I appreciate your sensitivity on this matter. Let me deal with the embassy. It’ll be better this way. As for what happened, are you sure we’re not being looked at as troublemakers?”

      “We’re pretty sure; our presence is being looked upon as minimal. The detective involved was all too eager to take credit for the operation.”

      “Fine. Let’s talk next steps. What are your thoughts, Abby?”

      I looked around the room at my partners before speaking. “It’s clear to me that whoever is behind this game has no qualms about shutting it down in a particular city should it become a liability. They did it in San Francisco, and they did it again in Bangkok.”

      “So this doesn’t mean the game is over, right?” Reilly asked.

      “I doubt it. I think it means the city that was shut down is no longer in play. Whether it’s indefinitely out of the game or not, who knows? But we have to assume it disrupts the dynamics of the game for the time being.”

      Kang cleared his throat. “Special Agent Reilly, this is Detective Kyle Kang speaking. The others are aware of this, but I don’t believe you are. There are close to ninety established Chinatowns around the world. Only a handful of Chinatowns are being utilized for the game right now. Assuming the two are connected, the game could go live in any one of these cities.”

      “He’s right,” I added.

      “The game is like a cockroach; you kill one, and five more appear.” Reilly let out a loud breath.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s exactly like that, but close. I’m thinking it’s not that immediate. What we can do is advise law enforcement in the cities that are active in the game to target their Chinatown. Take out the management, and the game can’t function.”

      “Either that or they get gutted like these last two guys,” Reilly said.

      “For some reason, I don’t think the person responsible for this has hit men around the world on retainer with the ability to pull off what we witnessed here tonight,” I said.

      “We think one person or a group of them are sent to deal with a problem city,” Kang chimed in. “They can’t be everywhere at once. Shutting down the game in an active city will put us closer to shutting it down for good.”

      “So if Chinatowns are serving as the backbone or the network for this game, it’s probably safe to assume that the Triads are behind it or somehow involved,” Reilly suggested.

      “I think you’re right there,” I said as I looked at Kang. He also had experience dealing with that organization. He nodded; he was on board with my assessment. “Kang agrees. I spent a great part of my career in Hong Kong locking up these hoodlums. They’re extremely organized, have strongholds in all the major cities, and are financially healthy. They certainly have the means, but what I don’t get is why. They’re in the business of making money, like any other criminal organization. Why bother with this game?”

      “She’s right,” Kang said. “Trafficking, prostitution, extortion, drugs, counterfeiting anything and everything… that’s their business. The game seems out of context for them.”

      Everyone around the phone nodded in agreement. If we were tying the game to Chinatown, it made perfect sense for the Triads to be involved. And yet it didn’t. They cared about money. Was the game a moneymaker for them? Was there an exorbitant entry fee to play? If so, why would a serial killer pay money for the privilege to kill? Were they protected? Was it a safer route?

      “We’re all nodding over here,” I reported to Reilly.

      Reilly was quiet, but we could hear him tapping a pencil against his desk. The silence was more painful than it was deafening. And I mean that in an irritating way. “Do you have any concrete leads left in Bangkok?” he finally asked.

      “If you’re asking if we have someone to chase, no. But we do have some people we can interview. They could provide valuable information.”

      “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. Agent House, Detective Sokolov, your purpose in Bangkok has been fulfilled. I want you two on a flight back to the States as soon as possible. Abby, how soon can you conduct your interviews?”

      “I’m not sure. The Royal Thai Police are rounding up people of interest as we speak. As soon as⁠—”

      “So they’re not currently in custody?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “And they might not be in custody?”

      “Well, I’m sure⁠—”

      “Abby, I’m done making decisions based on ‘what ifs.’ You and Detective Kang can join your partners on the same flight home.”

      “But I’m sure they will be taken into custody at any moment, and talking to them could help us learn something of significance,” I shot back. It took effort to keep my emotions in check and not let my voice rise. “These people worked with Somchai. They might have information that can lead us to the mastermind.”

      “Abby, this isn’t a discussion. Say goodbye to the Big Mango. It’s time to come home.”

      Before I could object, the line went dead.
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      Silence blanketed the room. Had Reilly really just put an end to our investigation?

      Kang was the first to voice his thoughts. “What now? We all go back to our jobs and forget about the game?”

      All eyes settled on me. I knew House and Sokolov weren’t invested in the case as Kang and I were. Their feelings would be neutral. They were in Bangkok because I had needed help, and it made sense for them to return home.

      But ordering Kang and me to come back before we’d had a chance to follow up with Somchai’s people, well, that was just Reilly asserting his authority and probably covering his ass should Somchai’s death become political or should blame start to get thrown around. I got it. It’s harder to point a finger at someone if they’re not standing there in front of you. The sooner he had us back on US soil, the better.

      “I’m sure he’ll say we can keep working the case,” I said, “but it’ll be from our offices back in San Francisco.”

      “He probably thinks targeting overlords of the Chinatowns in the cities where the game is in play is akin to shutting down the game,” House said with a shrug. “That bit of information sealed the deal here. Just saying.”

      I couldn’t say that doing that wouldn’t end the game. I mean, if the people who managed the game on a local level were taken out, how would the game continue? It would take time to replace those people. And sure, other cities could be activated, but that’s all theory. The game could very well be limited to twenty cities.

      Sensing my frustration, House, as usual, tried to help. “I’m sure we could stall for a day, maybe two at the most, but after that, it’ll be hard to explain why we’re not on a plane.”

      “I think the flights are full tomorrow,” Sokolov added.

      I should have said, “Thanks but no thanks,” but that’s not me, and they all knew it. Give me an inch and I’ll take off and never look back. If they were willing to help buy me time for my interviews, I’d take it. I smiled at House and Sokolov before looking at Kang.

      “I hurt my back last night,” he said as he reached behind and rubbed himself. “I think I need to get it looked at before I subject myself to sitting in an airplane seat for fifteen hours.”

      I laughed because I was at a loss for words to describe my friends’ willingness to rally around me. It was time to call Artie for an update. “Uh-huh, okay. Thanks, Artie. Let me know as soon as possible.”

      I put my cell back into my purse before addressing the group. “He hasn’t heard anything yet, but he’s sure his men were able to apprehend at least some of them. He said he would check and get back to me.”

      The “happy and hopeful” balloon in the room had deflated a tad with my news, but we had to remain positive. It made no sense for us to think Artie’s men hadn’t come through.

      “Here’s what we’ll do,” I said after a moment of thought. “Tracy, go ahead and make arrangements for us all to be on the same flight home in two days. Worst-case scenario, we don’t have anyone to interview, and there’s no need to be here.”

      “Got it.” She pulled out her smartphone.

      “In the meantime, I’ll keep bugging Artie. Kyle, Pete, it’s up to you what you want to do with your time from here on out.”

      Kang looked at Sokolov before addressing me. “We’re fine waiting it out here with you. But I would suggest we all try to sleep for a few hours.”

      It was a little after two in the morning. Kang was right. I said goodnight to the three of them and watched them file out my door. I waited one minute before I picked up my cell phone and made a call.

      “Artie, it’s Abby. Where shall I meet you?”
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      Artie had an unmarked car pick me up a half hour later. I didn’t recognize the driver, and he acknowledged me without saying a word. As I opened the door to the front passenger seat of the vehicle, he protested and pointed to the back. I ignored him, sat down and closed the door.

      I didn’t get the impression he worked for the Royal Thai Police. He wore an aged T-shirt, shorts, and no watch, and his car smelled of garlic. This guy had been hired to drive me, and that’s it. Any further engagement would garnish no useable information. I was content with staring out the window.

      On the ride to my undisclosed destination, I thought about how I would keep this bit of information from my partners, the people who had risked their lives that night for my investigation. A tinge of guilt crept up my throat, forcing me to swallow more than necessary. I had essentially lied to them about my conversation with Artie, but I’d had good reason.

      The conversation that had taken place between the two of us hadn’t been anything like what it had sounded like on my end. He’d had the individuals in custody and had already transferred them to a location where he had already started his interrogation. I never did like that word. Connotations of torture filled my mind whenever I heard it. It’s probably why I always referred to that process as an interview.

      I knew firsthand that most questioning conducted by the authorities around the world, including those in Hong Kong, started out with a lot of physical contact. In the States, it was different—at least with the FBI. We had procedure, and it was followed very closely for a few good reasons. The rooms where people were detained and questioned were outfitted with video cameras and microphones to record everything that took place. The best reason, and probably the most effective, was that Americans loved to sue each other. Only a hint at stepping out of line, and threats of a lawsuit were paraded around.

      But that wasn’t the reason why I had withheld the truth of my conversation. Artie had, in fact, demanded that I not involve the others. It had been a last-minute addition to the conditions he had already set in place for my interview. I couldn’t carry on a discussion without the others being privy, so I agreed. The fact that I’d heard a man screaming in pain in the background assured me that I had made the right decision.

      Artie extracted information in a way that wasn’t conducive to FBI or SFPD procedure. The way I saw it, I didn’t need to involve my partners in a situation that could get them in trouble or, worse, get them fired. I was okay with putting my butt on the line but not someone else’s. I’d endangered them enough with this investigation already. I felt I could explain my actions after the fact.

      The driver drove me down a series of side streets. I didn’t know where we were, but from the looks of it, we were deep inside a Thai neighborhood, far from the touristy Sukhumvit area that had surrounded me since my arrival.

      There were no food vendors in sight, and I saw only the occasional person walking alongside the road. In addition, the lack of appropriate street lighting made every car, building, and stray dog we passed into a shadow. I’m sure I was the only non-Thai in the area.

      He continued to weave the vehicle along the narrow road, making so many lefts and rights that it all appeared random to me, and I lost track of the direction we were heading. He had me completely turned around. Was that the goal?

      Through the dirty passenger window, the condos and apartments I eyed gave way to small homes, which eventually gave way to shanties built out of rusted aluminum siding. Thirty minutes later, the vehicle stopped outside what seemed like a warehouse or a small factory—odd, even for a shanty neighborhood.

      I stepped out of the vehicle and, for the first time since I had been in Thailand, I heard crickets singing, the occasional dog barking, and the rustle of tree leaves filled my ears. My driver led me down a pathway between the building and a wooden fence. Ten feet in, he stopped and motioned for me to pass.

      The walkway was so narrow, even my tiny frame couldn’t help but brush up against his equally small frame. He then opened a wooden door that swung in the opposite direction of where we stood, and I followed him into the dimly lit room. A musty scent with overtures of mechanical oil met my nostrils as we passed large pieces of machinery. It was too dark to make any further observations, and I prayed I didn’t jab myself on something. That place was a lockjaw shot waiting to happen.

      We continued through a series of doors and narrow halls until we reached a metal door. It was shortly after passing through that doorway that I heard screaming.
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      The small room was hot and smelled as if one hundred men had relieved themselves inside it. A single low-wattage bulb lighted the windowless room, but I still spotted a slumped body in the corner—dead, from what I could tell. Of course, the man stripped of all his clothing and hanging from his arms was impossible to miss. His arms were tied together at the wrists above his head with rope, which was attached to a chained winch. There was no way he could stand on his own. His face resembled a squashed tomato, puffy and slick. Contusions covered most of his body.

      “Cut that man down!” I shouted just as one of Artie’s men coiled his arm back, ready to deliver another fistful of hurt. He stopped and turned toward me. His eyebrows were crunched, and his eyes were dark. He let out a dismissive breath before turning back to the task at hand. So did the other two men in the room, who seemed to be enjoying what had been taking place.

      “Stop!”

      I turned around and saw Artie sitting in a darkened corner behind me. I had been so shocked at what I had seen upon entering the room that I had completely missed him.

      “Artie, this isn’t right.”

      He stood up and walked toward me. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Abby, this isn’t America. Things are different here. This man is a criminal, a thug. He would rob, beat, and rape you without thinking about it.”

      I realized what Artie had said was the truth, but still, I wondered if he had tried talking first. “Look, I don’t doubt your techniques produced the desired results. It’s just that…”

      “We have a different approach.”

      “Yes, I would say that.”

      Artie spoke in Thai to his men. One of them lowered the winch so the beaten man could sit in the chair moved into position by another man. They gave him some water.

      “Let’s step outside and talk,” Artie said, motioning to the door.

      I followed him into the hallway. “The guy lying in the corner, did you get any useful information from him?”

      “No. He’s there to help motivate the others when it’s their turn to talk to us.”

      Yeah, that’s working really well. I didn’t want to get into a moral discussion, so I forced myself to keep the conversation tuned to the reason I was there. “Who am I interviewing? I want to get started right away.”

      “I had planned on giving you the girl who provided the answers to your riddles, but⁠—”

      “But what? She’s fine. I’ll take her.” She was one of my top picks for interviewing.

      “She may look innocent, but she’s not.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “She attacked one of my men earlier. You’re lucky she’s still alive right now.”

      “What happened?”

      “While they were transporting her here, she stuck a pencil into the throat of one of my men. They must have missed it during a pat-down.” Artie looked down and shook his head before returning his attention to me.

      “Is he okay?”

      “He’ll survive.”

      I couldn’t believe what Artie had told me. That woman with the pixie frame and the large, doll-like eyes did that with a pencil? I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say.

      Artie led me farther down the hall to another door where one of his men stood guard. They had a short conversation before the guard unlocked the door, opening it cautiously. That room was also windowless but surprisingly brightly—lit by two fluorescent lightbulbs. The girl sat on the floor, huddled against the far wall. She was also stripped of most of her clothing, clad only in panties and a bra.

      “Where are her clothes?” I asked, my anger rising.

      Artie motioned with his head to a table in the corner where her clothes were. “Removing clothing can make them feel defenseless. Don’t worry; my men don’t do what you’re thinking.”

      I grabbed her clothing and threw it over to her. “Get dressed.”

      Her bangs hung down over her eyes, but I could still see that she had swelling around one of them—a nice shiner. There was dried blood around her nostrils. One of Artie’s men rolled a bottle of water toward her. She snatched it off the floor and drained it.

      I turned to Artie. “Does she speak English?”

      He shrugged.

      “Hello,” I said, keeping my tone soft. I took a step forward. “My name is Abby Kane. May I talk to you?”

      I took another step closer. “Do you understand me?” I hoped she did. I wasn’t keen on having Artie translate our conversation.

      I looked at the guard. He had a scowl on his face—reason enough for this girl to not trust anyone. I also guessed he was the one who had socked her in her eye. “Let me try talking to her alone,” I whispered to Artie.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, his voice low but stern. “She’s dangerous.”

      “I understand that, but I think it might help if it were just the girl and me. Leave the door cracked. You’ll still be able to hear everything that’s discussed between us.”

      Artie bounced my proposal around in his head before agreeing to exit the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. He and his man stood outside, just as I had suggested.

      When I turned back around, the girl had already closed the gap between us and was seconds from colliding with me.
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      Instinctively, my right arm shot upwards. My hand, flat and rigid, cut into her throat. She fell to the floor, gripping her neck and choking for air. Artie and his guard rushed back into the room.

      “What happened?”

      “She got stupid, but I think I just smartened her up.” I crouched near the withering girl, who was still fighting for every breath. “Misjudged me, didn’t you?”

      Surprisingly, she managed a few words, but they were in Thai. I looked at Artie with a raised brow, waiting for a translation.

      “She asked if that’s all you had in you.”

      I turned back to the girl. “This doesn’t have to be hard. I just want to talk. Answer my questions, and I’m sure you’ll be much happier about your situation because the alternative is not something you’ll want.”

      When her coughing fit started to ease, I pulled her hands away from her throat. There was a bit of redness. “You’ll be fine.” I helped her into a sitting position. “Ready to talk?”

      She nodded and coughed once more. I helped her to her feet, walked her over to a chair, and sat her down. Artie handcuffed her wrists behind her back while I pulled up a small stool and sat in front of her a few feet away, in case she got stupid again.

      “Do you understand me?” I asked. I didn’t smile, but I softened my look. Even though I had karate-chopped her neck, I still needed the girl to engage with me.

      She nodded.

      “You know my name. Tell me yours?”

      She swallowed and looked over my shoulder at Artie and his men.

      “Sorry, I don’t think I can convince them to leave this time.”

      “My name is Sei.” Her voice wavered slightly.

      “Well, Sei, I’m glad we’re talking. I hope to get you out of here soon.”

      “Who’s in charge? You or him?” She used her head to acknowledge between Artie and me.

      “For now, let me ask the questions. Who told you to watch me?”

      Her eyes shifted to the ground and then back to me. “My boss.”

      “Is your boss Somchai?”

      She nodded.

      “Why did he want you to watch me?” At the time, I thought it was better to leave Kang’s name out of this conversation.

      “I don’t know, but he knew you were an FBI agent.”

      “So you provided him with information—what I did, where I went?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s it?”

      She nodded.

      “I know you’re involved with the game Chasing Chinatown. You gave me the answers to both riddles. What else do you know about the game?”

      “My job was to provide the answers to the riddles.”

      “Was Somchai in charge of the game?”

      The girl opened her mouth to speak but stopped. I repeated my question.

      “Yes,” she finally said. “He is a Deputy Mountain Master in charge of Bangkok.”

      I was familiar with the term she used. It was an elevated position in the Triad organization. That meant Somchai not only managed the game but also oversaw all Triad activity in Bangkok, probably in all of Thailand. Were the Triads really the ones behind this? Why? I still couldn’t believe they would waste their time with a game unless it generated money.

      “Did the Triads profit from the game?”

      The girl shrugged.

      “Did the players have to pay a fee to play?”

      Again, she shrugged. That conversation was going nowhere fast. Either she had decided to keep quiet, or I was asking the wrong questions.

      “How much control did Somchai have over the game?”

      “It was his job to make sure the game ran smoothly in Bangkok.”

      “So there was someone else who controlled the game above him?”

      She looked away and lowered her head.

      “Sei, do you know who is in charge of the game?”

      She shook her head slowly, still avoiding eye contact with me.

      “Was Somchai responsible for approving the pictures that were uploaded in Bangkok?”

      “No. He only passed them on to someone else for approval, but I don’t know who that was. My job was to hand out answers. That’s all.”

      “So you never saw or met the people Somchai reported to?”

      “No.”

      We had made a little progress, I guess. She had confirmed what I had been thinking all along, that the overlords of each Chinatown managed the game on a local level but were not the creators or the ones in charge. They weren’t even allowed to approve the pictures submitted. Was that left to the hands of the mastermind? Was the mastermind the head of the Triad organization—the Triads’ top Dragon Head?

      I looked down at my watch; time was running out. I needed better information, something concrete. “I think you know more than what you’re telling me. I need you to stop lying.”

      Her head perked up as her eyes widened. “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “I don’t believe you, and that’s a problem. It means I’ll have to turn you over to these guys.” I kept my eyes on her while I used my thumb to point over my shoulder.

      “You have to believe me.” Her breathing became elevated, and her eyes bounced around the room, searching for help. Both were signs that someone was telling the truth, but I knew she wasn’t.

      “Why do you insist on keeping up this charade of innocence?” I asked as I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I hand out answers. That’s all.”

      “Stop lying.”

      “Somchai doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “Yes, he does.”

      “This is all I know.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “I’m just a girl working for money.”

      “Wrong!” My patience had run its course with her innocent act. “You were put in place to keep an eye on Somchai, weren’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You reported to his boss. You knew everything he knew and more. Who killed Somchai? Who shut down him and the game in Bangkok? Who do you report to?” The level of my voice rose with each accusation that flew from my mouth.

      She was lying. The responsibility of handing out the answers to the riddles was a bigger deal than she was making it seem. That position would require the person to have access to the game, to have knowledge of the riddles, to know what the tasks were, what the players looked like, and so on. Sei knew of all of this. Why was Sei given this access? Who was she? That’s what I wanted to know.

      “Tell me why you were placed in Bangkok. Was it to watch Somchai?”

      She tried to rebuff my question. “Give me an answer!” I shouted.

      I watched a light shade of crimson sour Sei’s ivory-colored face as she tightened her jaw, forcing wet breaths to snake out between her teeth. “You can’t win!” she hissed. “Your attempts to stop the game are futile!”

      “I will put an end to this game,” I countered with the same amount of fervor.

      She threw her head back and cackled before settling back on me. With her eyes narrowed into dark slits, she lowered her voice. “Abby Kane, the hotshot FBI agent, you are no match for us. You are nothing but a gnat that we have enjoyed playing with, but now we’ve grown tired of you. Understand this: You cannot stop the game.”

      No sooner had those words left her mouth than her right leg shot up, and her foot slammed into the side of my face, sending me flying off the wobbly stool and to land on the floor. I was dazed, but I was more surprised by her reach. I thought I had placed enough room between us.

      I raised my arms, ready to fend off another attack, but none came. Instead, I watched her leap over me. Faster than anyone would have expected, she moved within striking distance of Artie and punted him in his crotch. In one fell swoop, she had immobilized the detective. I struggled to get to my feet, but the room turned on its axis, and I fell back down.

      I watched Artie’s man reach behind his back for his weapon, looking to put an end to the embarrassing debacle, but Sei shouted something in Thai that had him give pause. That little exchange gave her the upper hand. Her leg shot straight out and connected with his knee, hyperextending it and nearly dislocating it completely from the socket. With his leg bent in an unnatural direction and unable to bear his weight, he fell to one knee. A howl escaped his mouth, and his eyes squinted shut as Sei kicked his gun out of his hand.

      Our innocent little girl had effectively taken out three law enforcement individuals, all while handcuffed. Sei wasn’t a girl trying to make a living; she was a highly trained fighter.

      Before she exited the room, she looked back at me with her hands still cuffed behind her back. She bent forward while sliding her hands down the back of her legs and down to her knees. She then plopped down on her butt and continued to slide her hands under her legs until she slipped them around the bottom of her feet. Her hands were now in front of her.

      As she stood up, a smile stretched across her face. “Misjudged me, didn’t you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Artie was the first to recover and give chase. I wobbled after him but we were both too late; Sei had vanished. Somehow, she had made her way out of the building and disappeared into the surrounding dwellings—still handcuffed but definitely much more mobile than we were. Artie ordered the rest of his men to search the area. I watched as they fanned out and disappeared into the night.

      “She couldn’t have gotten far,” Artie said, turning back toward me. “We’ll find her.”

      “Really? We underestimated her once. Let’s not embarrass ourselves further by doing it again.”

      Artie’s nostrils flared as he dismissed my statement, but he knew I spoke the truth. That girl was long gone, probably already doubling back or circling around to cover her tracks. I suspected Artie’s men would come up empty-handed.

      We had all grossly misread her, and she had capitalized on that. Shame on us. The whole ordeal angered me; I should have known better. I had gained many advantages over my opponents because they had underestimated my abilities due to my short stature.

      “Height is an advantage, Abby. Don’t forget that,” my father had always told me. When he’d said that, I had always thought it only applied to me and not to others. Now I knew I wrong. Sorry, Dad.

      “Your questions toward the end—those are what set her off.” Artie walked back to where I stood. “Why did you suspect that she was more than just a low-level employee?”

      “The Triads don’t usually use women in that manner. I believe she was placed there primarily to keep an eye on Kang and I, but she was also to watch over Somchai. It explains how someone got to him before we did. She was a mole.”

      “So what is she, some hired assassin?”

      “That would be my first guess, but for some reason, my gut tells me she’s loyal to one person in the Triads, or to the Triads as a group. I don’t get the feeling she’s a gun for hire. One thing’s for sure: She’ll report what happened here tonight to her boss, whoever that might be.”

      “Somchai must have done something to warrant his death.”

      “I’m guessing kidnapping me and telling me about the Creeper wasn’t a smart thing, especially if it wasn’t sanctioned. That’s not how the Triads operate. They’re sticklers for procedure. He would have needed to inform his superiors if there were a problem.”

      I let out a yawn before looking at my watch. It was nearing five in the morning; it would be daylight soon.

      “I’m sorry about the way this turned out,” Artie said. “I’m not sure you got anything out of it except a kick to the face.”

      “I’m happy it wasn’t the same side of my face that the Creeper chose to beat,” I said with a chuckle. I don’t bruise easily, but I do swell. Signs of the beating I had taken from the Creeper had disappeared by the following day, and the tenderness had all but vanished. The side of my face that had been kicked felt warm but not swollen. “It’s not that bad.”

      Artie nodded and looked around. It was just the two of us. It was quiet except for the shuffling of our feet on the asphalt. The driver who had brought me here appeared from the side of the building. He must have been inside the whole time.

      “You should go back to your hotel and get some rest. There’s nothing for you to do here. This is my mess to clean up.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. And I had no intention of helping Artie find his missing girl or explain the dead body inside the building. That was all him. I walked over to the front passenger side of the car. “I’m sorry, too,” I said before getting inside.
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        * * *

      

      Artie pocketed his hands in his pants and rocked on his heels as he watched the black sedan drive away. He had underestimated the girl, but how could he have known? At least, that was how he had rationalized it in his head. He wasn’t too broken up about it. It looked like he would be getting credit for taking down Somchai Neelapaijit earlier in the night, even though he’d had nothing to do with the leader’s death. This little mishap, as he considered it, could easily be buried and forgotten about. Somchai will be the focus, not his underlings.

      Artie turned around to walk back toward the building but instead found himself face to face with the girl his men were out hunting.

      “You didn’t think I would leave with these on, did you?” Sei held her hands up, the metal cuffs twinkled in the moonlight.

      Before Artie could even hint at any attempt of restraining her, she had pivoted around him and jumped on his back. Her thin legs locked around his chest for balance as she slipped her hands over his head, hooking the handcuffs underneath his chin and into the crook of his neck.

      Artie managed to grab her hands and pull in an effort to prevent her from choking him, but she was faster. She had already released her leg lock and maneuvered them both behind his back. She pulled, drilling her knees into his back for leverage. He tried to slip a finger underneath the chain of the handcuffs to create separation from his throat, but it was too tight.

      Artie twisted and rocked his torso, trying anything to buck her off or at least disrupt the leverage she was creating, but she clung to him like a stubborn barnacle. She maneuvered her feet until both were placed flat against his back. He felt her begin to straighten out her body, pulling her handcuffs tighter against his neck and driving the hard metal of each cuff deeper into his soft flesh.

      The force toppled them backward, and he landed on Sei, but she still managed to keep both of her feet firmly planted on his back as she rolled them over to the side. While his legs flailed, his fists battered her arms relentlessly, hoping to create even the tiniest break in her grip. Nothing he did appeared to have any effect on her. She was a machine, but Artie refused to give up. He fought and fought. With each blink, the night sky grew darker during a time when he knew the sun should have been rising until all there was left for him to see was the blackness of death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      After grabbing a few hours of much-needed sleep, I joined the rest of my team for a late lunch. As far as I knew, no one had any idea that I had left the hotel to meet with Artie, but it was time to come clean. On the way down to the lobby, I tried to formulate how I would broach the subject. Everything that popped into my head sounded very silly. The best approach would be honesty.

      When I entered the hotel restaurant, I saw the others sitting at a table. They had already made a pass at the buffet and were digging in. Kang saw me first.

      “Abby, what happened to your face?” he said, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin.

      “I can explain.” A nervous chuckle followed. I wasn’t looking forward to what I had to say next. “Last night, I met up with Artie.”

      All at once, they stopped stuffing their faces and gave me their full attention. No one said anything, but their eyes told me they were looking for an explanation.

      House spoke up first. “Abby, you should have told us you were meeting with him,” she said, her tone direct. I didn’t blame her for being worried.

      “I know.”

      “We’re a team. We look out for each other. Our strength is in our numbers, too, not just our brains,” she continued.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to involve any of you in Artie’s shady tactics for extracting information. I knew you guys wouldn’t have cared, but we’re already stepping on eggshells here.” I told them Artie had already started interrogating the gang members when he called because I could hear screaming in the background.

      “Regardless, Abby, you should have told us. And if the deal was for you to fly solo, at least we would have known you were with Artie,” Kang said as he stabbed a piece of bacon with his fork and shoved the entire thing into his mouth.

      “You’re right.”

      “Did you learn anything useful from your interview?” he asked as he chewed noisily.

      “I got information, but I don’t know if it’s useful yet.”

      They listened intensely as I recapped the early-morning events.

      Kang responded first. “The shop girl, the innocent-looking one that gave us our answers, is an assassin?”

      “It’s a pretty good assessment considering the abilities she displayed.”

      Kang ran his hand through his hair as he tried to make sense of what I said. The others looked just as dumbfounded.

      “I also wasn’t expecting to hear that.” House tilted her head to the side before spooning fresh-cut pineapple into her mouth. “The dead body, the beatings—that wasn’t a surprise.”

      “This girl adds a new dimension to the investigation,” I said. “Do we focus on her? Was she really a plant or just hired help? Does she know the mastermind?”

      “What’s the first thing that popped into your head?” Kang asked.

      “That she was inserted into Somchai’s crew to keep an eye on him. And if I’m right, that means somebody expected a problem and wanted a solution in place.”

      “Maybe we’re more of a threat to the game than we think,” Kang said between bites.

      “Then why let us play? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I agree,” House said. “And what makes even less sense is that the end result was them having to eliminate their own people and shut down the game play in Bangkok. How is that helpful?”

      “Maybe they weren’t expecting that.” Kang pointed his fork at me.

      “You might be right there. Sei did indicate that, in the beginning, entertainment was the driving factor in letting us play.”

      “Boy, these people are really dumb. Because they let us play the game, they lost two cities and three teams.”

      Sokolov swallowed and then cleared his throat. “Are we positive the game is finished here?”

      I shrugged. “It’s more of an assumption. We think Somchai managed the game. With him dead and his crew in shambles, who’s left to run the game? I don’t think it’s a big deal for them to shut down a city. Really, they can still play the game with the eighteen other cities.”

      “Or open up a new city,” Kang added. “Plenty of untapped Chinatowns.”

      “You know, Abby, you still have the other plan that Reilly’s implementing—taking out the management in the remaining Chinatowns. It’s a lot easier to target the person in charge than to find the killers.”

      “I don’t disagree. It’s the best plan we have. And honestly, if the game becomes a pain, these players will abandon it. That by itself could effectively shut the entire game down. It won’t, however, deliver us the mastermind.”

      I looked around the table and knew what they were all thinking: Reilly was already putting the best plan into motion, and the discovery of this girl didn’t trump it. Even if I did think she had ties to the mastermind, I couldn’t prove it, and to make matters worse, I had no idea where she was. Sei had become a ghost, as Reilly would have put it.

      “I need to eat,” I said, breaking the silence. I got up and headed to the buffet. It wasn’t often I walked away from a lead, but I had walked away from that one. There just wasn’t enough there.

      I headed straight for the buffet table with the fruit and zeroed in on the platter loaded with papaya. I scooped up nearly half of the dark orange pulp onto my plate before making the rounds to see what else could tempt a second trip. Before I could return to the table, my cell rang. I recognized the number. It was Special Agent Jacob Brewer, my contact at the embassy. Shoot! I thought Reilly had talked to him.

      “Agent Brewer, how can I help you?”

      “It’s imperative that you and your team leave the country immediately.”

      “We have flights booked tomorrow night, and⁠—”

      “Not good enough, there’s a chartered flight leaving tonight. I’ll get you guys on it.”

      “What’s going on, Agent?”

      “Your detective friend, Songwut Soppipat⁠—”

      “You mean Artie?”

      “It’s unofficial, but my sources tell me he was found dead this morning.”

      “What? How can that be? I⁠—”

      “Don’t say anything, Agent Kane. I don’t want to know. I’m not saying you were involved or had previous knowledge of this, but in the event that the Thai authorities think otherwise, it’s best we field their questions on our turf.”

      “But we didn’t do⁠—”

      “Not another word, Agent. Inform your team and wait for my instructions. Is that understood?”

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Returning home and seeing my family had been a mix of emotions. One: I was scared to death to face Lucy and Ryan. I worried that, in a single phone call, I had undone all the trust I had built with them, and we would return to being the strangers that we had been when we first met. Two: I loved them so much it hurt. All I wanted then was to hug them and never let go.

      Happily, I had been worried over nothing.

      Both children welcomed me back with large smiles. Lucy practically leaped into my arms the minute I opened the front door, almost toppling me. Ryan, who usually stood off to the side waiting until Lucy had received her hugs and kisses, was right behind her and joined in with a bear hug of his own. To my surprise, even Po Po gave me a welcome-back hug. She had also prepared a special five-course dinner of all my favorite dishes. I felt so loved at that moment. I had been so focused on my love for them and whether I had given enough, I didn’t realize they had an equal amount to return to me.

      We talked a little about that phone call over dinner but didn’t dwell on it. Clearly, what mattered to my family was that I was home. The past was the past, and we needed to relish the moment and look forward to the future. I had forgotten how resilient kids were.

      I spent the rest of the night listening to stories about what I had missed while I was away. They both talked about school and their friends. Lucy had reenrolled in dance classes and had prepared a special performance for me. Ryan showed off his latest judo moves and the new kung fu outfit for the lessons he would soon start.

      That night was a smattering of their lives, whatever popped into their minds. It didn’t matter to me. I wanted to hear every detail. Nothing was mundane. It was all worthy as far as I was concerned.

      I returned to the office two days later to find that the Thai authorities had come knocking on our door for answers. When the embassy had notified them that we had already jetted out of the country on a diplomatic charter plane, they weren’t too happy. I didn’t blame them; one of their best detectives had been murdered.

      In the following days, I was happy to answer questions and fill in the blanks. I had done my best to be completely forthcoming with the events of that night, everything from the interrogations to the girl escaping. I considered Artie a friend, and it still shocked me that he had been killed. I didn’t want to impede their investigation; I wanted to help them. I wanted them to bring his killer to justice.

      According to the Royal Thai police, when Artie’s men returned from their search, they had found him unconscious and not breathing. They administered first aid but had failed to revive him. I told them it had to be the girl, Sei. Artie had been alone when I left. She could have easily doubled back and attacked him.

      They agreed, and their findings also pointed to the girl. Handcuffs had been found next to Artie’s body, the ones we’d used to restrain her. The medical examiner’s report only reinforced it.

      Tip had personally handled the autopsy, and she was nice enough to forward a copy of it directly to me. Her official report stated that Artie had died from ligature strangulation. Pictures of Artie’s neck showed bruising that was in line with the markings of a cuff and part of a chain. I sent her a short email with my condolences and told her that, if she needed any information from me regarding the case, she needn’t hesitate to reach out.

      I also went ahead and worked up a profile on the girl in hopes that it might help the Thai police. I could paint an idea of how she thought and what her motivations might be. They had no record of Sei in their files; this was their first encounter with her, so any information was helpful.

      I had my doubts that they would find her, not for lack of ability but more because of who they were dealing with. A seasoned assassin would know how to disappear and remain invisible for as long as needed. I’d be surprised if Sei were still in Thailand.

      With that all said, I still wasn’t ready to just sit back and see how the case shook out, even when my involvement in the investigation had diminished due to the fact that we didn’t have any players to catch in the US. I had time on my hands, and I did exactly what Reilly had told me: “Abby, if you want to catch the mastermind, you need to catch him with your brain, not with force. That’s your strength. Use your head.”

      I took what he had said seriously and spent my time at the office expanding my profile on Sei. I also did my best to dig up any information I could on her. I even reached out to an old friend back in Hong Kong, Leslie Choi, my protégé who had taken over my old position as Inspector in charge of the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau.

      “Abby!”

      A squeal erupted from my phone loud enough that I had to pull it away from my ear, but I still held my grin. “Hi, Leslie.”

      “I thought you had run off to live in the mountains as a hermit. You never answer my emails.”

      “I know, I know. Bad habit I have, but I’m calling and that’s a whole lot better.”

      “It is, but a visit would be better. Oh, wait. Tell me you’re calling to let me know you’re coming to Hong Kong.”

      I chuckled. “I wish I were coming to see you. It’s long overdue.”

      “I second that. So what do you need?”

      “What makes you think I need something?”

      “Abby? Come on…”

      “All right, I just didn’t want it to be all business.”

      “I’ve already heard your sweet voice. I’m good for another couple years.”

      We both laughed, and I gave Leslie a quick overview of the case and the girl, Sei.

      “Dammit. You always end up with the interesting cases!”

      “It’s all packaging my friend, all packaging. So have you heard of this girl?”

      “Name doesn’t ring a bell personally, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have something on her. I’ll poke around and see what I can come up with.”

      “Thanks, Leslie. I appreciate it.”

      We talked for a bit longer. I told her about life in San Francisco, and how the kids and Po Po were doing, and what being an agent for the FBI was really like. She couldn’t believe that I primarily investigated white-collar crimes, financial stuff. “Believe it. This case is an anomaly. Most of my time is spent chasing greedy bankers.”

      “Well, I guess it’s best for the new Abby Kane and family,” she laughed. “No, seriously, I’m happy for you. Family is important.”

      “Speaking of family, do you have a man? You kind of need one of those to get one started.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Oh, I almost forgot: I worked the case with Kyle Kang.”

      “The detective?”

      “Yup.”

      “If I remember correctly, he was a pretty smart guy—good-looking, too. Listen, I hate to cut our call short, but duty calls.”

      “I understand. Take care my friend.”

      “You, too.”

      After I hung up with Choi, I thought about how our friendship had changed after I had moved to the States. Actually, the correct word would be “suffered,” and it saddened me. But I also knew I was happier in life. Nothing could trump being a parent. And yet, somehow, every now and then, my job did just that.

      I had known the deal when I signed on to work for Reilly. I would spend most of time investigating white-collar crime and the occasional serial killer/gang-related investigation would be thrown my way. It would disrupt the Kane household for a bit, but I could live with that. Sort of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The front doors to the Hop Sing Tong in San Francisco’s Chinatown had been chained shortly after the FBI had finished their investigation. Control of the building had reverted to the Chinese organization that owned it, but from that day forward, not a single person had been seen entering or exiting the building, and its windows remained dark at night.

      The residents, particularly those who owned shops and restaurants along Waverly Street, wondered if perhaps the building had been sold. If so, who were the new owners, and why had nobody heard anything about it? A sale of such a property would have to be approved by the other benevolent associations or tongs that helped govern the neighborhood of course. An exchange of hands was highly unlikely, but no one could be sure.

      “Abandoned” was the word that populated the daily gossip regarding the building. It was believable, too, except a shopkeeper swore he had seen a small light flicker on in one of the windows, if only for a brief moment. It didn’t matter whether the others believed that to be true, because shortly after he made his claim, the chains that secured the tong’s doors were removed, the sidewalk out front was swept clean, and late at night, a light could be seen emanating from a window on the top floor.

      Yet even with these obvious signs of life, there was still no sighting of who had recently come to occupy the tong.

      But someone had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      With three weeks having passed since my return from Thailand, I had regained a sense of normalcy in my life. The workload at the office had returned to manageable levels and hours, allowing me to effectively parent again. I wasted no time in embracing the routine of family life I had so missed while buried in the Chasing Chinatown investigation.

      A big part of that routine consisted of Ryan joining me on my trips to the gym when he didn’t have a class at the dojo. Conditioning was our focus, and we would always spar a little, but what he had really taken a liking to was something my father always wished I had taken a larger interest in: grappling.

      A while ago, I had shown Ryan a couple of moves I had learned from my father and the FBI academy. I hadn’t realized that he had spent a great deal of time practicing the moves until I got a call from the school a few days ago. Ryan had got in a fight.

      My first thought while I drove there to pick him up was, What on Earth are you doing fighting in school? I worried that maybe my being away was the culprit. I worried that my not being around led to him falling into the wrong group of friends. I worried that this might be the beginning of a troubled childhood.

      I was wrong. There was a bully, and Ryan had taught him a lesson.

      Turns out, this kid had been picking on my son for the last two months, but Ryan had done what I had always told him to do: He took the high road. Long story short, the kid kept on bullying Ryan, and it got out of control. His side of the story was that he had no choice but to defend himself.

      “It was after school. He and his friends had circled around me,” Ryan said. “I swear, Abby, I tried to talk my way out of it. But he charged me. I had to protect myself.”

      And that’s exactly what Ryan had done. I had taught him a simple submission move: the Guillotine Choke Hold. It’s very easy to execute when your opponent charges with his head down. Basically, it’s a reverse headlock.

      “He came at me head down and I wrapped my arm under his neck…”

      I’ll be honest, hearing Ryan describe how he successfully executed a submission move—one that I had taught him—on a kid who was taller and heavier than him, well, let’s just say it had me beaming with mommy pride and delivering high fives like there was no tomorrow. This was all on the inside of course. On the outside, I was Abby the Parent. My left eyebrow had arched into a fine point while my mouth muttered something about being grounded for a week.

      Ryan had slipped his arm under the charging kid’s chin and yanked up against his throat. He then grabbed that wrist with his free arm and pulled upward, while falling back.

      “You should have seen it, Abby. Once we were on the ground, I wrapped both legs around his torso and pushed his hips down, creating the force I needed, but I was careful not to knock him out. I just held him until some other kids could call a teacher.”

      That move earned Ryan a two-day suspension, but had he actually choked the kid out, I’d probably be looking for a new school for him to attend, and I would have some very angry parents to deal with.

      Dealing with Ryan’s first schoolyard fight reminded me of mine. My tormentor was Mei Lin. She was a year older, sixteen, had big floppy breasts that the boys loved, and never liked me from day one. As usual with kids, these things almost always come to a head.

      I remembered that the first words out of my father’s mouth when he arrived at my school weren’t “Are you okay?” but “Did you win?” I had known there was only one answer he wanted to hear. I hated to admit it, but it was the same answer I wanted to hear from Ryan.

      As for the case, I spent most of my time advising law enforcement officials in other countries. Because I still had access to Team Carlson’s account—don’t ask me why, I could track the players via the live updates in the game. Any information I could provide that helped them track their killer was welcomed.

      Aside from that, I also advised them to subpoena the tongs and search any computers, smartphones, and tablets they found for the Chasing Chinatown game. They could try to gain access to the game themselves, discover the Attractions for their city, and tie them into any recent murders. That could help prove a connection between the tong and a murder victim. Of course, in the end, I told them there was no one single way to shut the game down and not to discount going after the team in their city.

      The Merseyside Police in Liverpool proved just that. Between my help and that of the United Kingdom’s Security Service—MI5—they were actually able to catch Team Loathe. They then gained access to their account via their laptop and did exactly what Kang and I had done—played the game. Within a week, they had arrested the Deputy Mountain Master who ran Liverpool’s Chinatown and effectively shut down the game in their city.

      One by one, the Triad organizations in the cities connected to the game were dismantled, and any live updates of a team’s progress in that city stopped immediately. That alone told us we were disrupting the game play. We may not have been making the strides needed to catch the mastermind, but we were at least taking away a reason for a bunch of sickos to run around the world killing people.
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        * * *

      

      It was a late Tuesday morning, and I was busy monitoring the game while I munched on a lox bagel and sipped tea at my desk. The office was busy with plenty of foot traffic around me, but I had my ear buds in, and I quietly rocked out while I worked. A phone call on my cell stopped the party though.

      “Abby, it’s Kyle. What’s the latest?”

      “I got word that the Netherlands National Police Service raided the Chinatown in Amsterdam. Since then, I’ve been paying special attention to any activity in that city. None so far.”

      “That’s great news. We’re down to ten cities now?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Aw, come on. You’ve got to be happy about this.”

      “I am. It’s bittersweet.”

      “I hear you. The icing on the cake would be nabbing the a-hole who created this game.”

      “Bingo!”

      “I don’t mean to abruptly change the subject, but I am going to. You’ll never guess what showed up at the precinct.”

      “Dim sum?”

      “Well, yeah, I did order some. But that’s not what I wanted you to guess.”

      “Huh?”

      “Forget about what I just said. Listen, I just received an invitation to attend the grand reopening of the Hip Song Tong.”

      “That’s the tong Reilly busted a couple months ago.”

      “Apparently they’ve turned over a new leaf. They’re having a big celebration and inviting people to come to an open house. They’ll have food and entertainment and other stuff. Should be interesting.”

      “You want me to tag along?”

      “Yeah, and bring the family, too. They’ll have games and rides. Plus, your Po Po can get in a day’s worth of gossip.”

      “I am curious about who’s now in charge of that place. Count me in.”

      After I hung up with Kang, I gave Reilly the heads up about the tong and asked if he wanted to attend the street fair.

      He declined but agreed that it was a good idea for me to go. “Keep your eyes open, Abby. That place has been dormant since our raid. I find it odd that they’re suddenly having a family-friendly, fun-filled festival.”

      I returned to my desk and again checked for any activity in Amsterdam. There was none. I felt pretty good about notifying the KLPD that they had successfully shut the game down, until a message window appeared within the game and stopped me in my tracks. I’d had no idea the game had messaging capabilities until that day. But what I found even more surprising was the message itself.

      
        
        Anonymous:  Hello, Agent Kane.

      

      

      What the hell? I stared at the screen for a few moments wondering if this was my doing, but I quickly tossed the thought. Do I respond? Ignore? Who could this be? I picked up my laptop and headed straight for Reilly’s office. He had his nose buried in his smartphone when I closed the door behind me.

      “Is something wrong?” He scrunched his eyes as he removed his glasses.

      I balanced my laptop on a stack of manila folders piled on his desk. “The game just messaged me.”

      “What?” Reilly leaned in for a closer look. “When did this happen?”

      “About thirty seconds ago.”

      Reilly pointed at the screen. “Respond.”

      
        
        Team Carlson:  This is Agent Kane. Who am I speaking to?

        Anonymous:  You were warned in Bangkok.

        Team Carlson:  Warned about what?

        Anonymous:  You cannot stop the game. No one can.

      

      

      I looked at Reilly. “What do you think?”

      “We have the attention of the mastermind. Clearly, our strategy of shutting down the game by taking out the Chinatowns is working.”

      “This is nothing but a smokescreen.”

      Reilly nodded his agreement.

      
        
        Team Carlson:  I hate to destroy your fantasy, but we are shutting the game down.

      

      

      A minute passed without a response. “Is that it?”

      Reilly shrugged. “Keep engaging.”

      
        
        Team Carlson:  You’re quiet because you know we speak the truth.

        Anonymous:  I’m quiet because I’m laughing. Agent Kane, I’ll grant your wish.

        Team Carlson:  And what’s that?

        Anonymous:  You are officially a player in the game.

        Team Carlson:  I didn’t need your approval in the past. Why do I need it now?

        Anonymous:  Because the rules have changed. One city. One Attraction.

        Team Carlson:  That makes our job easier. Good luck.

        Anonymous:  No, Agent. It is you who will need the well-wishing.

      

      

      Reilly and I waited, but no other communication came through, even after more prompting.

      “One city. One Attraction. Did they really just consolidate the game to one city?” Reilly crossed a leg over the other as he leaned back in his chair.

      I minimized the message window so we could see the map of the world. A city in play was marked by a red dot, and there was only one left on the map: San Francisco.

      “Wait. Our city is back in the game?” I clicked on the marker, and the screen zoomed in to our location. A title appeared: Welcome to San Francisco.

      Instead of seeing the original five completed Attractions, there was only one. I clicked on the heading, and a graphic of a paper scroll appeared. It unraveled, revealing a message along with a picture of me.

      
        
        No riddle. Just one task:

        Kill FBI Agent Abby Kane.

        Win $10,000,000!

        Good luck, teams.
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        Team Balkan - Thessaloniki, Greece

      

      

      The greasy ponytail may have hidden the hole in the back of his head, but the gushing sound of blood gave it away.

      “It got in my eye!” shouted the man gripping the semi-automatic Zastava CZ99.

      “What?” Drago Zoric looked over at his friend and saw him wiping at his face with the backs of his hands.

      “His blood!” Branko Petrovic stopped momentarily and pointed the handgun at the man slumped over a weathered wooden table. “It splattered on my face,” he said, hurrying over to the kitchen sink in the corner of the studio apartment. The faucet handle squeaked, and yellowish water sputtered into the shallow basin before turning mostly clear.

      Zoric shook his head as he shoved an assault rifle into an old guitar case and locked the cover in place. “We have to get out of here.” He bent down next to two other bodies that lay motionless on the floor and rummaged through their pockets before moving on to the one at the table.

      When he finished, he made a quick survey of the decrepit apartment. The paint on the dull, white walls had bubbled and cracked. Stained linoleum curled up along the walls, revealing rotted floorboards beneath. Cobwebs draped the once-golden crown molding near the ceiling. It looked as if no one had lived there for years. Zoric let out a loud breath before walking over to the sheetless single bed against the wall and grabbing a silver briefcase off it.

      “I’m sure some of that Greek pig’s blood splashed into my eye,” Petrovic ranted as he scooped water into his face.

      “Let’s go.” Zoric walked toward the front door with the briefcase in one hand and the guitar case in the other. “There’s not much time. I hear sirens. We must leave now.”

      Petrovic looked up. Water trickled down his face and collected in the three days’ growth along his jawline. “That’s what happens when you fire an AK-47 in a quiet neighborhood,” he spat.

      “Next time, don’t stand so close when you pull the trigger,” Zoric fired back.

      “You left me no choice when you started shooting the other two.”

      “It’s always the same with you: Blame me for everything.”

      “I thought we had a plan: tie them up and kill them quietly. Not with that cannon you lug around. Now the police are on their way.”

      “Right, so let’s go.”

      Petrovic wiped his hands dry on his faded blue jeans before shoving his handgun into the waistband.

      The two Serbians exited the apartment and quickly made their way down three flights of narrow stairs, the heels of their boots drumming the wooden steps along the way. They continued through a semi-lit hallway on the ground floor. A paisley carpet runner, tattered and barely holding its shape, led them to a door that opened into a small parking lot behind the building.

      They walked briskly to a white delivery van they had stolen from a driver on his morning route. In the back of the vehicle, between shelves full of freshly baked bread, lay his body hidden under newspaper and flattened cardboard boxes.

      Within seconds, they had pulled out of the lot and sped down the tight alley behind the building. The vehicle made a right onto the main drag that would connect them with the PATHE Motorway—a straight shot out of Greece and into Macedonia if all went well.

      Zoric concentrated on the road ahead, breaking his gaze only to peek at the rearview mirror. No one seemed to be following them. Petrovic sat quietly in the passenger seat, fiddling with the lock on the security briefcase.

      “You have to press both of the latches at the same time to open it,” Zoric said, his eyes trained on the road.

      Petrovic followed the instructions and a second later had the case open, revealing banded stacks of $100 USD. “We hit it big, Drago.” He picked one up, but as quickly as his smile had formed, it disappeared. “What the fuck?”

      “What?” Zoric grunted, still focused on the highway.

      Petrovic picked up another banded stack and another, revealing that underneath lay stacks of cut newspaper. “We got ripped off.” He flipped through the stack with the $100 bill. The first bill was real. The rest were scraps of newspaper. “Look at this shit,” Petrovic said, holding up the worthless paper cuttings. “Those pigs planned to fuck us.” He threw the briefcase into the back of the van.

      “It’s a good thing we fucked them first,” Drago said.

      “We’re screwed. We just killed three of Stefanokos’ soldiers.”

      “So?” Drago threw his shoulder up a bit.

      “Kostas Stefanokos? The Godfather of Greece?” Petrovic shifted in his seat. “This was your idea. I should have never agreed to it.” He dug into the front pocket of his leather jacket and removed a crumpled pack of cigarettes, plucking out a bent one. “‘It’ll be an easy score,’ you said.” The crooked smoke dangled between his lips, bobbing in sync with his words. “‘We’ll pretend to have a large shipment of cigarettes we need to unload,’ you said,” Petrovic continued, adding a wave of his hand.

      “It was a good plan. We should be grateful it’s not us lying in a pool of blood back there.”

      Petrovic shook his head as he exhaled loudly through his nose. “Look, these side jobs take our focus off our task.” He struck a match and cupped his hand around it. His cheeks sunk as he took a long pull.

      “We need the money.”

      “No, what we need to do is keep playing the game and win the prize.”

      Petrovic searched the other pocket of his jacket and removed his smartphone. He navigated to the Chasing Chinatown application and tapped the icon. A few seconds later, the app chimed. “We have a message.”

      Zoric glanced at Petrovic and then back at the road.

      Petrovic had to reread it twice to be sure he understood it.

      “What?” Zoric inquired.

      “They changed the game.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Now there is only one Attraction, and the first team to complete it wins ten million dollars.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Team Kitty Kat - Antwerp, Belgium

      

      

      The slim woman wore a black latex one-piece and knee-high boots with chunky heels that escalated her stature to a towering six feet two inches. Her long red hair popped against her outfit, as did her slender ivory neck and hands. She stood in front of the floor mirror admiring herself while she applied more gloss to her already ruby-red lips before practicing her pout.

      “Mistress,” a timid voice called out, “I’m waiting to serve you.”

      Mistress Kitty was the persona that Adaira Kilduff had adopted for her playdates. Through the mirror, she could see a man on his knees behind her, naked except for a silicone chastity belt.

      Kilduff had agreed to meet with the man, a banker working in Belgium. He had spent the last half hour licking her boots, but she had grown bored and decided to spend time admiring herself. She did love the way she looked when in costume—the only type of dress-up the Scottish beauty preferred.

      He was the first man she had decided to see while visiting Antwerp. He had gained access to an appointment by sending two thousand euros to her PayPal account. To be considered, she required a tribute to gauge the seriousness of all applicants who wanted a shot at being her pay pig.

      Kilduff specialized in a very specific sort of play, one that very few men could afford to dabble in: financial dominatrix. The banker was in the process of auditioning to be her human ATM. She still hadn’t given him an answer.

      “I’m not sure you can afford to serve me.”

      “But I can. I will,” he begged. “What do you want?”

      The dominatrix spun around on her heels. “You know damn well what I want,” she said in an elevated voice. “You do read, I presume. I made my wish list available before our meeting, and yet,” she said, looking around the hotel room, “I see nothing from it.”

      “The Gucci purse.” He motioned to the desk. “Don’t you like it? I personally picked it⁠—”

      Crack! His head swung to the side from the force of her hand. Red welts in the shapes of her fingers rose on his cheek. “It’s. Not. From. The. List.”

      Kilduff’s patience had grown thin. She had neither the time nor the inclination to waste one more second with his disobedience. His application seemed so promising, she thought. Every now and then, even with her due diligence, she would end up with a pig who hadn’t the means to meet her demands.

      Kilduff differed from other financial dominatrices in that she would cross the line and threaten to out them to their wives, even make their fetish public, if their generosity faltered. She demanded tributes be in the form of cash or gifts from a specific wish list. But the biggest differentiating factor with Kilduff was how she dealt with the occasional problematic pig. She would eliminate them through strangulation disguised as autoerotic asphyxiation. Money drove her, and killing was just a means to an end.

      Kilduff looked down at the whimpering man before her, debating whether to cut the session short. If she had been wrong about his financial situation, there really was no need to continue. She was irritated, of course, but not enough to dispatch him. She didn’t kill out of anger. It was always for money.

      “Please, let me try again. I promise to please you,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Fine. If you can pleasure me with your tongue, I’ll reconsider.” Kilduff snapped her finger, and the pig followed her on his knees. She grabbed her cell phone off the mantel above the small fireplace before plopping herself down on a white leather sofa. She propped up one leg onto the cushion and left the other resting on the carpeted floor. This revealed the open slit in her latex suit. “Get to work.”

      Kilduff busied herself with her phone, uninspired thus far by the efforts of her pig. Sadly, her bank account was nearing depletion, and she had hoped this pig could provide the boost she needed to complete the game in Antwerp.

      She watched as an animated Chinese dragon appeared on the screen of her phone. It snorted fire and danced around before morphing into the Chasing Chinatown logo. She thought about the inevitable, having to vet yet another potential, as the game finished loading. A few seconds later, she had a different thought.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Team Lucky - Halfway between Melbourne and Sydney, Australia

      

      

      Richie Pritcher brought the plastic-foil bag up to his chin and sent the remaining chips tumbling into his open mouth. He chewed and swallowed as he balled up the bag and aimed for a large plastic cup on top of a small table. He bricked his trash-ball off to the right against the window of the RV, sending it rolling off the table and under one of the pull-down sofas. Next time.

      Pritcher couldn’t be bothered with picking up the bag, which crackled as it un-balled itself; he had rented the motorhome. Instead, he shrugged off his free-throwing abilities and wiped his hands on his T-shirt, completely oblivious to the orange smudges left behind.

      Having successfully completed all of the Chasing Chinatown Attractions in Melbourne, Pritcher’s next destination turned out to be Sydney. He thought a road trip would be a fun way to see the countryside. As his eyes searched the old RV, he scratched at the reddish-orange growth around his chin. His other hand dipped into his khaki cargo shorts and did the same with his flabby behind.

      He stopped grooming himself only when he saw the wooden handle of the butcher knife he’d been looking for. It was partially hidden under a large bag of chocolate-covered raisins on the vehicle’s kitchen counter.

      Pritcher had one foot on the dry forest floor and the other still in the RV when he stopped. He looked back at the chocolate snack. He had already devoured half the bag earlier that morning and promised himself he would save the rest for later that night. He shifted his weight from foot to foot as his conscience did its best to fight his grumbling belly. A beat later, he grabbed the bag and exited the vehicle.

      Completing the Attractions in Melbourne had been difficult for Pritcher. It had taken double the time he’d spent in Lima, Peru. Nothing seemed to go his way; he’d even had one of his submissions rejected for lack of creativity. He had considered giving up in Melbourne, but the five-million-dollar prize was too much to pass up.

      He’d rubbed his lucky rabbit’s foot, purchased another horseshoe for the camper, refused to travel on Friday the thirteenth, avoided black cats, and continued to cross his fingers before every kill. Pritcher believed in those silly superstitions. He swore those were the reasons luck followed him in life. It was that belief that prevented him from actually quitting. I’m the luckiest man alive, he thought to himself. Surely my lucky ways will prevail and make me rich.

      He tucked the knife under his left armpit, munched on a few raisins, and walked to the rear of the vehicle. There he rejoined the female hitchhiker he had picked up a few hours ago. She didn’t serve a purpose for the game. She was merely for pleasure.

      Earlier, he had tied her wrists to the rear bumper with an electrical cord and stuffed an old handkerchief into her mouth to keep her from screaming. He had spent twenty minutes talking to her and fondling her breasts through her shirt before nature called and forced him to the toilet in the RV.

      Upon his return, her eyes widened, and he watched a tear escape from the corner of her left eye. She kicked her legs out in an effort to move away from him. She couldn’t. Her white shorts were stained with the brown dirt that made up most of the surrounding terrain.

      Pritcher smiled at the woman and asked in a friendly tone, “Would you like some raisins?”

      She responded with a muffled cry.

      Before he could say anything else, the front of his shorts buzzed. “Excuse me.” He placed the knife and the bag of treats on the bumper and removed his cell phone from his pocket. He had a message from the game. Good news, I hope.

      He almost choked on the last handful of raisins he had popped into his mouth. No way! He spun around in delight as laughter and a few chewed raisins spewed forth from his mouth. “I can’t believe it. Ten million dollars.”

      Pritcher read the message again and again while walking absentmindedly in a circle. When he turned back to the girl to share the news, six inches of stainless steel were driven into his chest.

      He pulled in a sharp breath as he stared at the handle of the knife. He felt no pain, only pressure where it had been driven into him. How? His eyes darted to the bumper; the electric cord lay in the dirt below it.

      The woman stood in front of him. Her tears had cut through the dirt on her face, leaving prominent streaks. Her breathing erratic, her eyes fastened on the knife. She let go of the wooden handle and backed away slowly, eventually turning and running from him as fast as she could. Her bare feet kicked up puffs of dirt behind her as she disappeared into a patch of trees.

      Pritcher, still confused by what had just happened, lowered himself to the ground and leaned against the RV’s bumper. The front of his shirt grew heavy and warm. With each breath, the knife moved up and down. Slowly he placed his hand around the handle, careful not to disturb it. He then held his breath, counted to three, and yanked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      That day, the temperature in San Francisco was unseasonably high—eighty degrees Fahrenheit. Special Agent Scott Reilly had both of his hands resting on his waist. He had removed his suit jacket earlier and loosened his tie. He stared at the cloudless sky, lost in thought. I kept an eye on the two agents from the bureau as they performed a perimeter walk around my property. Only when they disappeared along the side of my home, heading toward the backyard, did I interrupt my supervisor’s daydream.

      “Is this really necessary?” I asked.

      “Huh?” It took a few seconds for my question to break through the cloud in his head. “Abby, look, we have to take precautions. It’s a credible threat. I can’t let it go.”

      A week ago, Reilly and I had found out that the mastermind behind the Chasing Chinatown game had placed a bounty on my head worth ten million dollars. Every sicko playing the game had been given a final task—winner-take-all—with a sizeable jackpot providing the incentive to travel to San Francisco and deliver my noggin.

      “I realize that, but do you really think you need to embed two agents in my home?”

      “Don’t fight it. Until we can better assess what we’re up against, this is how it’ll be. You’re lucky I’m not placing an agent on you. By the way, where are we on an active team count?”

      “In the last week or so, the dragonheads of five Chinatowns were arrested. All have been confirmed to be managing the game in their respective city. That leaves nine cities, but word about the new Attraction had already been made when they were shut down. So technically, any team with access to the game app probably got the message. I’m guessing somewhere between nine and fourteen.”

      Reilly ran a hand over his face. “Christ, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. We don’t know how many teams are active and will come after you. Team Carlson and Team Creeper are the only ones confirmed to be inactive, and that’s because they’re dead.”

      I couldn’t argue with Reilly. Our entire strategy of shutting the game down had moved away from catching the players to disrupting the gameplay itself by removing the ones responsible for managing it.

      I spied my mother-in-law, Po Po, peering at us from the dining room window. Even though I had only been married to her son Peng for a short time, his death actually made me feel closer to her, maybe because a part of him existed within her. I had always considered her family, even if she didn’t approve of me. She shook her head and disappeared behind the curtain.

      After Reilly had informed me of his plans that morning, I called Po Po to let her know we would be having guests. Her reply: a loud breath followed by a remark about readying the guest room and fixing extra food for dinner. As though she ever underprepared for meals.

      I turned my attention back to Reilly. “How about one agent?” I said, not wanting to turn my home into Fort Knox just yet.

      He shook his head. “This is how it’ll work. Two agents will remain on the premises at all times. They will also be responsible for escorting the kids to and from school and play dates, as well as accompanying your mother-in-law, should she need to run an errand or whatever she does.” Reilly took a step forward. “Let’s catch up with them.” He motioned with his head.

      We followed the same narrow and grassy path alongside the old Victorian. Reilly pocketed his hands as we walked. “Did you say you installed motion-sensor lighting in the backyard?”

      I nodded. “After the call from the Monster, but the neighbors complained. I get a lot of rogue raccoons on my property, so it’s temporarily disabled for now.”

      The Monster was the nickname given to a fugitive on the FBI’s list of most wanted criminals. He had contacted me a few months ago, claiming to be standing in my backyard. He had lied, but it was enough of a wake-up call that I had the floodlights installed. Up until that point, all we had had was a meek 45-watt bulb over the backdoor of the enclosed patio.

      “Time to annoy the neighbors again,” he said.

      The yard was thirty feet wide, twenty feet long, and surrounded by a ten-foot-tall hedge thick enough to provide privacy, but there were areas where a small person could pass through if they wanted. I know so because I did it once.

      Off center stood a seventy-five-foot Ponderosa pine. The base had a span of seven to eight feet. While the branch coverage for this particular variety of pine wasn’t especially thick, it still added to the dark cover at night.

      One of the agents, Marty Castro, approached us. He was a stocky fellow who wore a thick mustache. Most agents were clean cut, but Castro relished his lip fur. “The hedge creates a natural buffer, but I recommend we secure it with additional fencing, green plastic that can blend⁠—”

      “No fences. The property is relatively secure,” I said.

      Castro was our in-house expert on setting up safe houses. He could assess a property for weaknesses and determine how much of a viable threat existed in less than ten minutes. Scary accurate would be the best way to describe his abilities. With that said, I still wanted to minimize the intrusion so as not to freak the family out any more than needed.

      “You have to think like them, Abby,” he told me. “Think like a person who’s got nothing to lose and is willing to get to someone no matter what.”

      I had to wonder how badly those teams playing the game wanted to get to me. Is ten million dollars enough motivation to come after an FBI agent? Does a serial killer have something to lose? Yes, his anonymity.

      Castro pointed at the floodlights attached to both corners of the roof. “Are those motion sensitive?”

      “Yes, but they’re disabled right now because of the neighbors. That’s their bedroom right there.” I pointed at a window just above the hedge. “I thought of downgrading them to a lower wattage and reinstalling them to the patio roof.”

      Castro looked over his shoulder at the neighbor’s house. “Lowering them would solve that problem. Definitely a good idea to get them operational again.”

      Reilly cleared his throat. “All right, Marty, this is officially your detail. Abby, you’re in good hands.” He gave me a nod before turning on his heels and walking back toward the front of the house.

      Castro and I watched him until he disappeared.

      “It’s all business with him, isn’t it?” Castro remarked.

      I shrugged. “It’s the shell he wears. Underneath, he cares.”

      The agent who accompanied Castro appeared from the other side of the house.

      “Anything?” Castro called out.

      The agent shook his head. “No blind spots up front.”

      Castro waited until the agent closed the distance before making an official introduction. “Abby, this is Agent Kip Lin. He’s new to the team, but he’s good. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      I shook Lin’s extended hand. “I’m not worried.” I hadn’t seen him around the office, but it’s always nice to meet a fellow agent who’s Chinese.

      “So what’s the plan? What happens next?”

      Castro looked at his watch. “School should be finishing soon, right?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll have Agent Lin escort your children back to the property. At that point, I’ll go over a few rules for the family. Don’t worry; I’ll keep it informal. I know this is an intrusion, but it’s for the best. The most important thing is that your mother-in-law and children understand that they’re not allowed to go anywhere without an escort. Other than that, your family should carry on with their daily routines. Agent Lin and I will stay as inconspicuous as possible.”

      “Tell you what: I’ll pick up my kids. When we get back, you can officially take over.” Picking up the kids would give me an opportunity to prep them about the situation. Plus, I could imagine Lucy running away from Lin since I had drilled it into her head that she shouldn’t talk to strange men, even if they claimed they knew me.

      Castro smiled. “We have prep work we can attend to. We’ll see you when you get back.”

      That night, I insisted that Castro and Lin eat with us at the dinner table. I thought the more informal their presence, the better. Po Po, not surprisingly, had whipped up a feast. While I fetched the kids, Lin drove her to Chinatown, where she picked up two whole roasted ducks, stocked up on fresh vegetables, bought a couple of slabs of pork ribs to roast, and picked out a large carp that she had steamed for us in a ginger soy sauce. I had a feeling she wouldn’t have any problems adjusting.

      “This is a wonderful meal, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to do my job if I’m stuffed like a turkey,” Castro said, forking another serving into his mouth.

      A sliver of a smile appeared across my mother-in-law’s face. I knew she liked the attention. “You must eat. Keep up your strength.” She balled up a fist and shook it before shuffling back into the kitchen. I swear those house slippers are grafted to her feet.

      Castro sat to my right. “Don’t fight it,” I whispered, leaning toward him. “Just enjoy it.”

      The kids took our situation in stride. Ryan peppered both agents with questions all throughout dinner, wanting to know what kind of work they did, what cases they worked on, if they had ever disarmed a bomb. I don’t know where that last question came from. He had never asked me that.

      Lucy remained quiet at first but eventually overcame her shyness when Lin made a quarter appear from her ear. After I tucked both kids into bed and said good night to Po Po, I joined Castro in the enclosed patio. “Where’s your partner?”

      “He’s positioned on the front porch. He’s got first night’s duty. He’ll remain there but make scheduled rounds around the perimeter. I’ll relieve him at five a.m.”

      “I wondered how the sleeping arrangements would work, seeing that the guest room only has one bed.”

      Castro chuckled. “We’ll never sleep at the same time. Push comes to shove, I can always bed down right out here. I like the outdoors.” He turned his gaze back to the blackness of the yard and resumed tugging on his mustache.

      The night air was cool and fragrant with pine. It was relatively quiet save for the pulsating chop of a news copter that passed overhead. I sat in the patio chair next to Castro and sipped my favorite green tea from a large mug.

      I had almost forgotten about Castro until he cleared his throat.

      “How credible is the threat?”

      I didn’t bother to look at him when I answered. “They’ll come.”
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      The following morning, I rose earlier than usual for a Saturday, around six. The kids wouldn’t wake for another hour, and Po Po was still sound asleep from what I could hear—no noise coming from the kitchen. I checked in on Castro, who had by then taken up the post on the front porch. We made small talk for five minutes about nothing in particular before I left and headed to my office on the third floor. I wanted to familiarize myself with the remaining teams and try to determine who might actually be in a position to take on the mastermind’s offer.

      In the nook I called my office, I sipped green tea that had just finished steeping, and I stared out the tiny window that overlooked the front yard while I waited for the Chasing Chinatown game to boot up on my laptop. Initially I thought to focus on the teams whose physical distance was near San Francisco. They seemed most likely to take the mastermind up on his offer. Then again, we were dealing with deranged individuals, and what seemed likely wouldn’t necessarily equate with their actions.

      I navigated to the map of the world and the leaderboard. Technically, there were still fourteen teams in play, and none of them were in the States. But with every dragonhead we arrested, that meant one less Chinatown to host the game. According to the map, the nearest team was in Mexico City. But I knew I couldn’t base everything on distance. Any one of the teams was only a flight away. Since every team went by a nickname and used an avatar, I had no idea who these people were or what they even looked like. Problematic? Yes. My enemy was invisible.

      When a team completed an Attraction, that was how I tracked them. A pop-up message would appear informing everyone of a team’s success. If a team had been successful in completing all the Attractions in a city, I would receive an alert, but after that, they essentially went dark until they completed an Attraction in a new city. Being that I was the sole Attraction, I couldn’t tell who had decided to come after me. The game, previously an asset to my investigation, had begun to showcase its limitations.

      Even though we had no concrete evidence suggesting the teams would actually pursue an FBI agent, we had to act as though they were stupid enough to do so. Reilly and I talked at length about that possibility, and we both came to the conclusion that it was real. Coming after me wasn’t a smart move, but playing the game wasn’t either.

      Given the sophistication of the game and what we’d encountered so far, we knew we weren’t dealing with garden-variety killers. They were experienced and smart enough not to get caught playing a game that dictated where and when they killed. I had to give the teams credit for that. Most of our success thus far had come from eliminating the game’s management, not the players themselves.

      What I had learned about serial killers over the years told me they most likely wouldn’t come after me. It would pose too much of a risk for them, despite the possibility of a ten-million-dollar payout. But I couldn’t be sure; a nagging feeling had me doubting my initial assessment. There was absolutely no way to determine if each team fit the psychological profile of a serial killer simply by following their actions through the game. I had to rely on my gut and my experience in dealing with these types. I imagine there was a good chance some of the teams were opportunistic—outright thugs looking for a quick and easy payday.

      Before I could give my predicament any more thought, a drawn-out yawn caught my attention. I spun the leather chair around to find Lucy standing in the doorway. She still had her Hello Kitty pajamas on, and a stuffed panda bear was tucked under her arm.

      I held my arms out, inviting her to climb up on my lap, which she promptly did. “Why are you up so early? You have another half hour of sleep at least.”

      “I’m not tired,” she said, rubbing her left eye on Wonton’s head. That was what she had named her panda bear. “What are you doing?”

      “Mommy’s working.”

      “You catching bad men?” Her eyes opened wider.

      “Yes, I’m catching them.”

      A smile stretched across her face. “Good.”

      I gave my munchkin a squeeze and a few noisy pecks to the top of her head. She was getting taller and heavier, but I would never stop her from sitting on my lap. She could be thirty, married, and have kids, and I would eagerly motion her to sit.

      “Mommy?”

      “Yes?”

      “How long are your friends staying with us?”

      “I’m not sure, honey. They are here to help me.”

      “Are they part of our family now?”

      I thought about what Lucy had said for a moment. Castro and Lin were living with us rent free and helping themselves to whatever we had in the fridge. If that wasn’t family, what was? “Yes, sweetie. They are part of our family.”

      Lucy giggled. “The short one is always playing with his moochas.”

      “It’s mustache.”

      “Moochas.”

      “Mus-tash.”

      “Moo-chas.”

      Close enough. “Come, why don’t you go brush your teeth before your brother gets up? You know how long he takes in the bathroom.”

      “Forever. Like a girl.”

      “Your brother’s not a girl. He’s just very detailed with his grooming.” Lucy wasn’t exaggerating. Ryan had, over time, developed a routine in the morning that could last as long as thirty minutes, which if you ask me, was strange for a nine-year-old boy going on ten.

      “I have to get the spikes just right,” he had told me.

      Lucy slid off my thigh and exited my office, dragging Wonton behind her. I spun around just as my cellphone vibrated on the wooden desk.

      “Abby, it’s Kyle. Am I calling too early?”

      “No, it’s fine. What’s up?”

      “The street fair. Today is the open house of the Hop Sing Tong. I know you got the security detail, so I’m checking to see if you’re still game to go.”

      “Of course I am. The detail is for the kids and my mother-in-law. I talked Reilly out of giving me a shadow. Though I’m not sure if I should bring the family.”

      “Bring them. It’ll be fun. The agents can watch over them as we case the tong. Plus there’s somebody I want to introduce you to.”

      It was set. Kang and I made plans to meet at the south entrance to Waverly Place, just off of Sacramento, around eleven thirty. That would give Castro plenty of time to think about our little outing and how he wanted to handle it.
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      I had to admit, the street fair that the Hop Sing Tong had organized took me by surprise. I expected a table outside the tong with a couple of members greeting people, maybe a food booth or two, and something fun for kids, like a face painter.

      Instead, the tong had the entire street shut off from vehicle traffic. Food and merchant booths ran the entire length. There were face painters and clowns making balloon animals, a variety of carnival games, even a pony ride. The tong had gone all out in an effort to present a different, positive face to the community. What had once been a stronghold for Triad gang activity now masqueraded as a recreational center for the residents of Chinatown. At least, that was how it came across to me. And that was exactly what they wanted.

      As I looked at the sea of people in front of me munching on Chinese finger food, playing pin the tail on the dragon, and shopping for sandalwood and teak carvings, I wondered if I were alone in that thinking. Did the people at the fair really believe the tong had changed its ways, or were they simply enjoying the moment and not giving it much thought?

      Kang and I broke off from the family almost instantly after arriving. Castro and Lin set off with the kids and Po Po while Kang and I talked more about my situation.

      “You know what I don’t understand?” Kang said as he steered me to a booth selling egg rolls. “Why target you and not me? I’m as much a part of this investigation as you are.”

      “If you want, I can message the mastermind and see if he’ll include you so you don’t feel left out.”

      Kang motioned to the vendor with two fingers, and within seconds, two large egg rolls fresh out of a vat of hot oil were dumped into a couple of paper trays. Kang grabbed a handful of towels and handed half of them to me along with an egg roll. “That’s all right. I’m not that eager to become a target. It just doesn’t make sense for them to single you out. Anything come to mind on why that would be?”

      I took a moment to think about his question. I also took that moment to take a tiny bite of my egg roll. The crispy outer shell crackled as my teeth sank into the golden-brown cylinder. Enough of the insides spilled onto my tongue for me to realize the roll would rock once it cooled down. Kang blew on his eggroll twice before biting it in half.

      “Nothing jumps out,” I said before I sucked a whistle of air into my mouth to cool off the bite I had just taken. “I keep trying to think about moments or interactions I might have had without you. Two come to mind: the meeting I had with Somchai, the guy who managed the game in Bangkok.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know who you’re talking about. Let me guess the other—the girl you interrogated, the assassin. What was her name?”

      “Sei. Well, that’s the name she gave us.”

      Kang puckered his lips for a few seconds. “Maybe something you said or did during that interrogation made you a threat, because if you remember correctly, I did meet that girl on two separate occasions.” Kang popped the last of his roll into his mouth and brushed his hands together.

      Mine had cooled enough for me to seriously attack it. “You said earlier you had someone you wanted to introduce me to.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t see her yet. Let’s head over to the tong. She might be there.”

      Kang led the way, snaking a trail through the crowd as his height cast a shadow over my petite frame. “By the way, where’s your girlfriend?” I asked between bites.

      “She’s at the station working on some big story.”

      Suzi Zhang, or Dragon Woman, as I liked to call her, was an anchorwoman for KTVU TV station located across the Bay in Oakland. She’d had a rocky relationship with Kang a few years ago before taking a job in Florida. Now back in town, she’d since reconnected with him. Clearly he hadn’t learned his lesson the first time around. “Is the story about fresh-pressed juicing and how some juicers fresh press very little of their supply? No, wait. I know. Oil pulling: Is it really the cure all we think it is?” I mimicked a marquee with my hands for added effect.

      Kang shook his head. “Why can’t you two get along?”

      “Annoying comes to mind,” I mumbled.

      “What?”

      “I said these egg rolls were a good find.”

      “I heard you.”

      Then why did you ask? In an effort to quickly change the subject, I pointed at a building about twenty feet away. “There’s the tong.”

      “And there she is,” Kang said.

      Only one woman was noticeable among the crowd standing outside the tong. Not because she had dressed her short and stout frame in white slacks with a bright red and yellow top or pulled it all together with an equally colorful wooden necklace with large beads leading to an enormous flower pendant. It also wasn’t her long red nails or the multitude of jade bangles that encircled each arm. What did it for me was the fat cigar she had clasped between her fingers, the one that she waved in front of her as she addressed a group of individuals that had formed a half circle around her. They all leaned in with their heads slightly turned. The cigar didn’t seem to faze them, but I had zeroed in on it and couldn’t take my eyes off of it. It’s not often that one sees a fifty-something Chinese woman puffing on a cigar out in public.

      We were too far to hear any of the conversation, but something she said caused the group, including her, to erupt into bowed-over, loss-of-breath laughter. By the time we were within earshot of the group, the show was over, and they were dissipating.

      “Ethel,” Kang called out.

      The woman, now fully composed, spun around, and her eyes settled on my partner. She smiled, causing her cheeks to bulge. “Kyle, you made it.”

      “I see you still have the habit,” he said.

      She held up her hand, giving me a better look at the smoking brown stump. “What, this? I only smoke them on special occasions.” She looked around, eyes wide. “I believe this is one of them.”

      Kang bent down and gave the woman a hug. After pulling away, he said, “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. This is Abby Kane.”

      The woman flashed me the same smile and extended her right hand. “Ethel Wu. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Same here.”

      “Abby is an agent with the FBI,” Kang pointed out.

      “FBI? Chinatown has you to thank for clearing out the undesirables from the Hop Sing Tong.”

      “A lot of individuals were involved, including Kyle. By the way, how did you two meet?” I asked.

      “I’ve known this man for at least fifteen years,” she said, glancing at Kang for confirmation.

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’d say that sounds about right. Ethel and I first met when I was just a beat cop making the rounds in Chinatown. One day while on a lunch break, I stopped by the CCBA over on Stockton⁠—”

      A crinkle must have formed on my brow.

      “It’s short for Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association,” he quickly followed up.

      “I’m not familiar with the organization.”

      “They look out for the rights of Chinese Americans, specifically immigrants. There are branches in almost every major city of the U.S.”

      “Kyle wanted to know more about the history of our association,” Ethel continued. “I thought it strange at the time. Students needing information for a school project are the ones stopping by, but a young police officer?” she said with a playful eye roll. “That was a first.”

      She took a couple of short pulls on her cigar. White, billowing smoke shot out from her mouth as the end burned brightly back to life.

      “Ethel was the one who encouraged me to take my interest in Chinese history seriously.”

      “He had a knack for it. It would have been a shame if he hadn’t,” she added.

      “Do you still work at the CCBA?” I asked.

      Kang answered. “Ethel ran the CCBA when I first met her and still does to this day.”

      “What can I say? I’m passionate about what we do.”

      “I’m guessing your presence here means the association supports the reopening of the tong.”

      “It does. We believe second chances are needed in life. The tong has made it very clear that they are committed to community improvement.”

      I couldn’t tell whether her words were genuine or if it simply was political speak, but I decided not to question it further.

      “You have to tour the tong. The first two floors are open to the public.”

      What about the other three floors?

      Ethel walked us over to a portable table where four women sat. “The tong is asking that all visitors sign in before entering. One of these lovely volunteers from the CCBA will serve as your guide and can answer any questions you might have.”

      “Thanks, Ethel.” Kang gently squeezed her arm before she departed.

      After Kang and I signed in, one of the women sitting behind the table stood and came around to the front. “Hello, I’m Mable Chun. I’ll be your guide.”

      The first floor of the tong housed a reception area and a small informational library with ample seating for visitors. The second floor housed a conference room, a kitchen, a couple of offices, and a recreation room where, I guessed, members could congregate and play mahjong or whatever it was they did here. The walls were decorated with Chinese art, and a few pieces of antique teak furniture dotted both floors. The place was straightforward. Nothing I saw appeared helpful toward our investigation.

      “Do you have any questions?” our guide asked.

      “What’s on the other floors?” I pointed at a staircase that had been roped off.

      Mable was an elderly Chinese woman who wasn’t much taller than me. She had embraced the gray and kept it short with curls. Brown age spots covered her arms, but she had pep in her walk. I had to assume she was in her seventies, around Po Po’s age. With a sweet smile, she said, “You know, they don’t tell us what’s up there except that it’s used for storage.” A crinkle appeared on her brow. “If you ask me, seems like a terrible waste of space.”

      I couldn’t agree more. What could they possibly be storing that required three entire floors?
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      Our short tour of the tong had us back outside and dodging sidewalk traffic fairly quickly. A man walked by us with a plate held up to his face, slurping a large, white noodle into his mouth. That could only mean one thing.

      “Someone is selling chow fun,” I said, punching Kang in the arm. “Let’s find that booth.”

      My head swiveled back and forth as I pushed through the crowd. The egg roll I had eaten earlier hadn’t done much to quell the rumbling in my stomach. In fact, it had only intensified the growl.

      “Not much came out of the tong tour,” Kang said, catching up.

      “We’re exploring angles.”

      “You have a bounty on your head, and our only person of interest is an assassin who has all but disappeared off the face of this earth. Time isn’t what we have. We need to figure out a way to eliminate that prize offer. No money, no reason to come after you.”

      “You’d think,” I said.

      “It’s a start.”

      “Let’s not rule out the tong just yet. I feel like there’s a connection that we’re not seeing. It wasn’t long ago that the place was teeming with Triads charged with managing the game. I don’t buy that a street fair changes all of that.”

      “We might find an answer on one of those top three floors. I’ll get the ball rolling on a search warrant.”

      “Great.”

      “What about our mysterious assassin? Have you picked up any more information, aside from what you’ve already gathered?”

      Kang was referring to the information my protégée, Leslie Choi, had turned over. She had assumed my old position as head of the OCTB, the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau, in Hong Kong. The intel came from a contact she had with the Shanghai police force. “Nothing really. They think she’s a gun-for-hire who works for underground organizations like the Triads. She’s not a person of interest as far as they’re concerned. But Reilly mentioned he would reach out to a contact with the CIA who had spent time in Asia.”

      Kang bobbed his head from side to side. “Every lead needs to be chased down.”

      “I’ll email you what I have. Maybe you’ll see something I haven’t.”

      We found the food booth serving up chow fun and stood in line.

      “You know what still bothers me?” Kang asked as he studied the menu of offerings.

      “What?”

      “The Triad involvement. I still don’t get why. Even if they were making money on some sort of entry fee for playing the game, how much could they realistically charge these killers for something they could do for free?”

      “It’s not a solid enough reason to be involved. And I don’t think the game is something they developed. Whoever is behind it recruited the gang. There’s a connection that we’re not seeing, and getting to Sei might give us an answer.”

      When we reached the front of the line, a smiling teenage girl took our order. We both opted for the beef chow fun. In the makeshift kitchen behind her was a thin man dressed in a white undershirt and a stained apron. He stood over an industrial-sized steel wok that had blue and yellow flames licking the bottom.

      Wielding a metal spatula and ladle, he made quick work of the sliced flank steak he had just dropped into the rounded frying pan. As he tossed the beef to a golden brown, the clanking and scraping of the utensils played a tune that was music to my ears.

      He dipped the spatula into containers housing chopped garlic, black pepper, and hoi sin sauce. Into the steak mixture the ingredients went, fueling the sizzle of the searing oil one by one.

      Flip. Flip. Flip. Green onions. Flip. Flip. Flip. Sliced onions.

      After a few more tosses and turns, in went the noodles, dampening the lovely hiss but upping the aroma. And just as quickly as he had gathered the ingredients into the wok, he scooped them out, dividing them up between two paper plates.

      Kang and I spent the next ten minutes slurping, chewing, and swallowing chow fun that was much too hot to be slurped, chewed, and swallowed that quickly. But when it came to food, we were dumb like that.

      When our plates were empty, we caught up with the kids and Po Po to enjoy the rest of the day the best we could, which was a little hard because, you know, I had a bounty on my head.
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      We made it though the rest of the weekend without any incident. Castro and Lin had settled into our home with minimal intrusion, and I didn’t foresee any problems arising from their presence. It seemed as though each member of the family had accepted them for their own reasons.

      For Lucy, they were two other people she could play with. Ryan took advantage of every opportunity to pick their brains. Po Po loved that applause for her culinary skills came from someone other than us. And I, well, so long as everyone had a smile, I was happy.

      That Monday morning, I woke earlier than usual and relaxed with a cup of green tea. Usually it’s a mad rush to get the kids and myself ready for the day. I’m almost always left with waiting until I get to work to have my first sip, unless I have time to fill a travel mug for the commute, which is almost never.

      I fixed Castro a cup of coffee and chatted with him for a bit on the front porch. He sat on the wooden railing, one leg touching the ground, the other left dangling. I plopped my butt down in a rattan papasan chair, pulling both feet up and tucking them under me.

      He wanted to know how I would proceed with my investigation, given the fact that I had become a target.

      “It’s business as usual.” I took my first sip and swallowed, chasing the warmth down my throat. “I’m running down leads and hoping they point me to the mastermind.”

      “What’s your best assessment on his location?” Castro took two large gulps, nearly finishing his coffee.

      “More?” I motioned to the cup in his hand.

      He shook his head and balanced the mug on the railing.

      “Hard to tell.” The truth: I had no idea. Initially I’d thought the mastermind was in the States, but my trip to Bangkok made me think otherwise. I’d had a feeling he was there, watching me. “I think he’s mobile, able to move from city to city with ease. I don’t believe he’s a fugitive or even a POI for any law enforcement agency.”

      Castro raised both eyebrows, forming thick rows along his forehead. “That makes it harder. He’s hiding in the open. What’s your lead?”

      Up until that point, I had withheld details from Castro, mostly because he wasn’t actively working the case, but I realized throughout this investigation, I had gotten no closer to identifying the mastermind. I needed the help.

      “I’m sorry. I’m prying. It’s not my case.”

      I must have been mulling longer than I thought. “You’re fine. I could use a sounding board.”

      Castro smiled, giving his thick mustache a bit of thinness. “We’re all on the same team. What do you have so far?”

      I brought him up to speed on the gameplay and how the Triads managed it locally. “That’s the Chinatown connection. We put two and two together when we gained access to the game and were able to masquerade as Team Carlson.”

      Castro said nothing as I summarized my trip to Bangkok and my altercation with Sei.

      “So a tong that’s turned over a new leaf and a female assassin that has a better disappearing act than a Vegas magician. You have two long roads to follow.”

      “Any thoughts?” I asked.

      Castro tugged at his mustache as his eyes darted to the wooden floorboards of the porch. The baby-blue paint was weathered and cracked. “Well, until you hit the tong with a search warrant, it’s still a viable angle. Could be something there. I’d do the same. But the girl, that’s the wildcard. But from what you’ve told me, she’s your best bet, if you can locate her.”

      “And that’s the problem. Aside from catching one of these killers alive and questioning them, I’m really hoping a search of the tong turns up something useful. The connection between the Triads and the game never made much sense to me. It’s not characteristic for them to be involved with it.”

      “Maybe they’re not the ones behind it.”

      “They’re managing the game on a local level.”

      “I’m not denying that, but maybe they’re being paid to do it. Maybe their involvement is purely contractual. A job for them.”

      I nodded. “It certainly makes more sense: another form of income.” I glanced at my watch. It was time to get the kids in motion and myself ready for work.

      “Don’t beat yourself up, Abby.”

      “What makes you think I am?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Because if I were you, I might be inclined to do the same. You think your two leads are crap, right?”

      Castro was right. My conversation with him had reminded me of that fact.

      He slid off the railing and shook his left pant leg straight. “There is one thing you should take solace in. The bounty on your head… it’s a deterrent. It’s meant to slow you down. At one point, you were close, whether you realize it or not.”

      What Castro said made a lot of sense. The more I occupied myself with staying alive, the less focused I would be on finding the mastermind. Something I said, did, or saw was enough to spook the mastermind—enough for him to come after me. Either that or I was a mosquito that he had grown tired of swatting away.

      I thanked him for his input and headed back inside knowing full well that my case was on track. I just didn’t know how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I waved goodbye to the kids even though I couldn’t see them through the blacked-out windows of the agency-issued SUV. Lin had the responsibility of chauffeuring the kids to and from school. Once they were out of my eyesight, I got into the driver’s seat of my new car—a black Dodge Charger, complete with 370-hp HEMI V8. It gave me balls.

      I know what you’re thinking: Gee, Abby, aren’t you a little too small for that car? Shut up.

      Up until a few months ago, I’d had an Impala. While it provided plenty of room for the family, it was boxy and didn’t have the handling I needed. I had no choice but to kick it to the curb and get a four-door that wasn’t afraid to corner and tackle hills.

      I had just backed out of my driveway when Kang rang me on my cell. “Abby, I just picked up the search warrant for the tong. Let’s hit it ASAP.”

      “I’ll meet you outside the tong in fifteen minutes.”

      “See you soon.”

      I threw the black beast into gear but didn’t punch the gas. I figured Kang had either paid an early-morning visit to a judge’s home or met them at the courts—most likely the second of the two—so he would be coming from the Civic Center, and I would easily beat him to the location.

      Exactly fifteen minutes later, I turned onto Waverly Place. I parked fifty feet away from the entrance of the tong and waited in my car. Foot traffic was minimal, and besides mine, there were only a few other cars parked on the street. Most of the small shops hadn’t opened yet. The restaurant on the corner of Waverly and Clay had, though.

      From my vehicle, I had an unobstructed view of the tong’s building. Nothing about it stood out; it looked much like the other tongs located on the lane. It stood five stories tall and had been constructed mostly with red brick. A platform fire escape snaked its way down the front of the building. Plastered across the railings were forest green billboards with gold lettering touting the tong’s name. A double glass door with a dark limousine tint sealed the front entrance.

      While I waited for Kang, I checked my email from my phone. I saw one from Reilly. He wanted to see me as soon as I got to the office. I emailed him back that I would follow up with him as soon as Kang and I were done searching the tong.

      I thought a little about what Castro had said to me earlier that morning, about the bounty on my head being a deterrent, and wondered if it really was just that. Maybe we were the only team that got the message, and it was a way to send us off into a never-ending chase of our tails and allow the game to continue without interference.

      Through my rearview mirror, I watched Kang park his navy blue Crown Vic behind me. As he walked over to my vehicle, I rolled my window down. “I don’t see any movement in any of the windows. I wonder if anybody is home.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I have a ‘sneak and peek’ warrant. Nobody needs to be home.”

      Kang and I hurried over to the tong. “What made you think to do that?” I asked.

      “I swung by yesterday and sat out front for a few hours. No one came or went. In fact, the tong looked how it looks now: vacant.”

      When we reached the entrance, Kang removed a small leather case from the pocket inside of his suit jacket.

      “Your own set of tools. I’m impressed,” I said.

      Kang flashed me a smile before he went to work. The lock on the front door was a single-cylinder deadbolt, not the most effective at keeping people out. Kang had the door unlocked in under a minute.

      Once inside, we could easily see that the reception area and the small informational library were both empty. The lights were off, but enough sunlight shone through the windows that we didn’t need to turn them on. We listened for a minute or so and heard nothing suggesting anybody was there. Still, we drew our weapons and climbed up the stairs.

      On the second floor, we stared at an empty recreation room. The lights were off, but again the area was sunlit. The pillows on the three sofas were neatly in place. The magazines on the coffee table in the center were still in the fanned-out position I had remembered seeing them in a few days ago.

      Off to the side were two teak tables with green felt tops—typical for mahjong games. I didn’t see any game pieces lying around, though. We searched the kitchen. No dirty dishes in the sink. I turned the faucet on, and water spurted before settling into a stream. A sign it had not been used in a while. Strange.

      Of the two offices on the floor, one was outfitted with everything an office would need: a desk with an executive leather chair, a filing cabinet, and a bookshelf lined with various Chinese-language books. I checked the filing cabinet. It was empty. So were the desk drawers. Aside from a yellow pad with a pen lying on top of it, I saw nothing else to indicate any sort of administrative work had taken place there. The other office was furnished with a table and a few chairs; maybe it served as a meeting room.

      “Kyle, you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Yup. This tong might have turned over a new leaf, but it’s still rotten.”

      Our discovery had me gripping the handle of my Glock a bit tighter and wishing I had my bulletproof vest strapped on.

      We approached the roped-off stairwell and listened once more before heading up. Kang unhooked the rope and led the way, hugging the wall. Before reaching the landing, we saw that the third floor was darker than the others. Kang peered over the top step. “It looks empty,” he whispered.

      It was.

      A large, empty space made up the third floor. There was a closed door to the left. I covered the stairs while Kang moved ahead. Our priority had switched from searching the building to clearing it. We had to be sure we were the only ones there. After a quick check, he whispered back to me, “It’s an empty closet.”

      There were a couple of drape-covered windows facing the street. Kang moved the drapes to the side to let in the sunlight. It made all the difference.

      I led the way to the next floor, hugging the wall of the narrow stairwell. The steps were wooden but surprisingly quiet. I expected creaking on every step but heard none. The fourth floor was also dark, but I could see a scattering of mismatched furniture and a few banker boxes stacked against the far wall. Kang covered the stairs as I cleared the area.

      We continued up to the top floor. I stuck with the lead. Right away I noticed a difference. First, it was smaller—more like an attic space. Second, it wasn’t dark like the two other floors. Third, someone lived there.
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      “Kyle.”

      “I see it.” Kang moved up next to me.

      The open space had a slanted ceiling, the highest point being in the middle, maybe a fifteen-foot clearance. A single window with no drapes was positioned directly opposite the stairs. The walls were bare, as was most of the space. Pushed against the left wall we saw a single-mattress bed with a thin white comforter draped over it. There was a nightstand with a small bed lamp. A ceramic teacup and teapot sat on the linoleum floor next to it.

      I walked over to the bed, and my nose picked up a faint but familiar scent of jasmine. Tea was my first thought—maybe incense—but I didn’t see any ashes or stick remains lying around.

      “I wonder if the caretaker of the tong lives here,” Kang mused. “It’s not much.”

      Aside from the teapot, cup, and a few empty food packages, there were no other personal items that I could see. The place looked more like a crash pad than a home. We both holstered our weapons.

      On the other side of the room, tucked in a corner, was a small washbasin with a mirror hanging on the wall above it. A half-filled bottle of water sat on the counter. There was a door next to the basin. I pushed it open and saw a single toilet with a roll of toilet paper on the rung. Someone’s using it.

      I turned around and saw Kang fiddling with the small drawer on the nightstand. “Anything in there?”

      He shook his head. “Just an old gum wrapper.” He walked over to the single window and pushed it open. “That’s interesting. It was partly open. Every other window in this place had been sealed shut.”

      “Maybe that’s how whoever lives here comes and goes.” I chuckled.

      Kang placed a hand on either side of the windowsill and braced himself before leaning out. “Well, the fire escape is below, so it’s plausible.” He pulled himself back in and brushed off his hands. “I still think the front door and stairs are a better way up here.”

      We didn’t discover the silver bullet I had hoped we would find, but we had a new lead. “We need to talk to the person calling this place home.”

      “I agree.” Kang raised his arm and wiggled it so his jacket sleeve fell back and revealed a silver watch. “It’s a little after nine thirty. It’s strange that no one is here.”

      “Do tongs keep normal business hours?”

      “Sure. It’s here for their members, but maybe there’s business happening off-site. Though this living space doesn’t surprise me.” He glanced around the room. “Could be one of the members crashes here if it’s late and they’re too tired to go home.”

      Little by little, I felt as though we were ruling out the tong altogether.

      “But this is interesting.” Kang reached down and picked up the porcelain pot with a blue hand-painted design. “You see this pattern? It may look like your typical blue-and-white ware, but if I’m not mistaken…” He turned the pot around and looked at the bottom. “Ah.”

      “What?” I asked, stepping closer for a better look.

      “You see these four Chinese characters? They are the marking of Kangxi, an emperor who ruled during the seventeenth century. Since the porcelain still retains a remarkable whiteness and the cobalt hasn’t lost much of its blue hue, it could be real. If so, it would be worth a lot.” He lifted the top open, stuck his nose inside, and then shrugged.

      “It looks old to me.”

      Kang laughed. “The Chinese are masters at forgery. Sometimes all it takes to age a piece is rubbing animal urine over it to dull the shine. I’ll have Ethel take a look at it. She’s much more knowledgeable on Qing Dynasty pottery than I am.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      Kang chuckled at my joke, but his depth of knowledge on Chinese culture and history was staggering.

      “What’s that mean to the investigation?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure, but I want to study the design. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Usually pottery depicts the countryside—you know, mountains, rivers, temples, the occasional crane. But this one, it shows a person moving along the rooftops of what looks like a village. It may be nothing, but I want to look into it.” He removed his phone and started snapping pictures before deciding he would just temporarily borrow the pot. “I’ll return it later.”

      We swept each floor on the way back down but found nothing that could tell us more about the mastermind or pinpoint his whereabouts.

      As we exited the tong, Kang used his tools to relock the deadbolt. “We were never here.”

      I looked up and down the quiet lane, wondering if anyone might have seen us enter or exit the tong. “Maybe you should ask Ethel if she can put us in touch with the person who manages this place. I’d like to officially question them. There might be more to that room on the top floor.”

      “Good idea.”

      I watched Kang drive off before I got into my car. I sat still for a moment eyeing the tong once more. Did a connection exist, or had I simply fabricated one? As I turned the key in the ignition, movement to my left caught my attention. An elderly man with a toothy smile stood next to my vehicle. He was hunched over, not so that he could look inside but because he had a hunchback. A white cane supported his weight. I hit the passenger window button. “Can I help you?”

      His smile disappeared. He backed away, shaking his head, and hobbled off. “Wait, I want to talk to you.” I shut the vehicle off and quickly caught up with him in a few steps. “What do you know about the people in that tong?”

      “I know nothing.” He avoided making eye contact and kept walking.

      I followed him. “You sure? Seems like you might see a lot of things around here. What do you know about the Hop Sing Tong? Seen anything strange happening over there?”

      “Not see anything,” he said before disappearing through the entranceway to an apartment building almost directly across from the tong. If he had a street-side apartment, he would have a direct view of the goings-on of the tong all day and night. Just as I gripped the doorknob to go after him, Reilly rang my cell.

      “Abby, did the search turn up anything?”

      “Nothing concrete.”

      “My contact at the CIA has information on your girl. Get here and I’ll brief you.”

      I wavered for a moment, but prodding the old guy for information would have to wait. I spun around and headed back to my vehicle.
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      Kang couldn’t believe his luck—an open parking spot right outside the CCBA. Heck, a parking space anywhere on Stockton Street was a rarity.

      He parked his vehicle on the busy street that bordered the western end of Chinatown and fished out three quarters from the ashtray. That should be more than enough for the meter, he thought as he grabbed the paper bag holding the teapot he had taken from the tong.

      The façade of the CCBA was typical Chinatown architecture; red tiles populated the gabled rooftop with sweeping corners and continued onto the balcony walls and the overhang at the entrance. Two large stone lions sandwiched each side of the granite steps leading to the entrance, and four gold, squared columns with Chinese lettering engraved on them stood evenly spaced at the top of the steps.

      Kang waved at the elderly woman who sat behind the reception desk. “Hi, Grace. Is Ethel around?” Gold-framed reading glasses sat at the edge of her nose, and she wore the same short, permed hairdo he remembered seeing the first day they had met.

      “She’s in her office,” she said with a smile and a tilt of her head.

      “Thanks.” Kang was a familiar sight at the CCBA and, unlike most visitors, didn’t need to be escorted or announced. He continued past Grace without slowing and made his way down the short hall to the last office, stopping at the entrance.

      Ethel Wu sat behind a large, glass-topped desk wearing her signature pair of black cat-eye glasses. She was on the phone but peered over the rims at Kang, motioning for him to take a seat in one of the two brown leather guest chairs.

      Kang tried to ignore the conversation, but Ethel had a voice that cut through most anything. Though he could only hear one side of the discussion, he gathered it had something to do with the upcoming elections.

      Ethel was a common fixture among the city officials who represented the district that included Chinatown. It was a known fact that those politicians relied heavily on her support. Almost all of Chinatown voted in step with her. Kang often teased her about running for a city council seat. She replied that she was perfectly happy at the CCBA and had no political aspirations.

      Kang busied himself by admiring the large landscape mural on the left wall of her office. It was the Li River twisting its way around pointy karst peaks poking through early morning fog. A local artist had painted the mural more than ten years ago.

      “You never tire of looking at it, do you?” Ethel said, dropping the phone receiver into its cradle. She removed her glasses and held them in her hand.

      “It’s beautiful. One of these days, I’ll get over to that part of the country.”

      “Better hurry before you’re dead.” Ethel bounced in her seat with laughter. “So what brings you here today?”

      Kang removed the teapot from the bag and placed it on Ethel’s desk. “What can you tell me about this?”

      Ethel’s head leaned forward. Her eyes narrowed into slivers as she placed her glasses back on her nose. Her gaze shot up at Kang for a brief second before settling back on the teapot. “May I?” she asked, motioning to the pot with her hands.

      “Sure.”

      Ethel picked up the piece and slowly turned it around, taking in every detail of the design. While looking at it, she made tiny acknowledgements and nodded. Eventually she held the lid down and turned the pot over to its side, revealing the painted characters on the bottom. No sooner had she seen them than she took a deep breath. “Do you know what this is?”

      “I’m guessing it’s from the Qing Dynasty.”

      Ethel peered once more over the rim of her glasses. “That’s right.” She gently placed the pot back on the table. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t a fake. Of course, the only way to truly know is by drilling a small sample of powder from the piece and heating it. The more it glows, the older it is. On the low end, it could be worth three hundred bucks, but it looks to be in decent condition. High end might be about a grand.”

      “Determining its authenticity and value isn’t the only reason why I brought it to you.” Kang pointed at the pot. “I’ve never seen a design like that before. It’s atypical.”

      Ethel nodded. “It is, isn’t it?” She leaned back and placed her hands on her lap. “Where did you say you got this from?”

      “I didn’t. The owner is a friend,” Kang lied. “He found it in his mother’s attic, buried inside an old footlocker, and was curious to know its worth.”

      “I can only guesstimate its value at this stage, but this design—I’ve seen it once before.”

      Kang’s eyes widened. “Where?”

      “When I was young, just a small girl, I used to rummage through my father’s personal items. Tucked away in his desk were a couple of paintings on parchment. I remember one of them had a similar picture.”

      “Did you ever find out more about it?”

      “Not really. All I know is that his father gave the paintings to him; he’d gotten them from his father.”

      “Family heirlooms?”

      “You could say that.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have those paintings, would you?”

      Ethel shook her head. “I have no idea what happened to them. I’m sorry I can’t be of any more help.”

      “Maybe there’s no special reason behind the design; it’s just a man walking on rooftops and nothing more.” Kang picked up the teapot and placed it back into the bag. “Thanks for your time. Always appreciated.” Kang stood and walked around the desk to give Ethel a hug.

      “If you find out anything else about the pot, let me know,” Ethel said.

      “Will do.”

      Kang sat quietly in the driver’s seat of his car as he examined the teapot. His hope that it would provide a much-needed boost to the investigation had died back in Ethel’s office. Maybe I’m the one that’s making this more than what it really is. Kang placed the teapot on the passenger seat and started his car. He couldn’t help but feel hopeless at that moment. His partner and friend was in danger. Short of sticking by her side twenty-four hours a day, Kang wasn’t sure if his actions were doing much to help.
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      After twenty minutes of stop-and-go traffic, I arrived at the Phillip Burton Federal Building. I had the elevator to myself and counted along with the numbers to the thirteenth floor. Before heading into Reilly’s office, I made a detour to the break room. Even though I was eager to hear the information he had, I wanted to be prepared for what I expected to be an in-depth briefing. That meant having my hands wrapped around a warm mug of my favorite tea.

      I found Reilly sitting in his leather executive chair and jotting notes in a spiral notebook. Stacks of yellow manila folders covered his desk. The metal blinds on his window were slanted down, obscuring the northern view of the city. I cleared my throat, causing him to jump a little.

      “Abby,” he said as he looked up and closed the notebook. “Thanks for your promptness. Take a seat.”

      “I thought the CIA didn’t share information.” I made myself comfortable in the chair opposite his oak desk.

      “Our friendship goes way back.” Reilly handed me a yellow Post-It note that had a phone number written on it.

      “I thought you had information.”

      “I do unofficially. He’s an operations officer in the Special Activities Division. Spent the last five years conducting top-level operations in Asia.”

      The job title conjured up images of the spy activity that Hollywood loved to perpetuate. I imagined Reilly’s contact was one of those agents that the U.S. government would deny having any knowledge of should any crap hit any fan. Could explain why he only gave me a phone number.

      “Make the call. Shred the note.” Without saying another word, Reilly opened his notebook and resumed writing.

      I stared at the number as I left his office. Who are you, and how can you help me? When I reached my desk, I made the call.

      “Yes?” said a male voice, followed by silence.

      There had been a time when the CIA switchboard was noted for answering their phones by simply repeating the number. That practice was long ago shelved, and now they at least said, “CIA.” But a simple “Yes” I wasn’t expecting, and I was thrown just a little by the starkness of the call.

      “This is Agent Abby Kane with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I was told you could help me.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t recognize the number. Did Meredith fill you in?”

      “There is no Meredith. Would you like me to provide a DNA sample?”

      “I needed to be sure of your identity. Reilly speaks highly of you.”

      “I’m glad he conveyed that information.”

      “Meet me at two p.m. outside your building. There’s a hotdog cart.”

      “I know it.”

      “Look for the guy with three dogs.”

      Before I could answer, I heard a click, and the line went dead.

      Time passed slowly as I waited. I kept busy by once again looking over the information that Choi, my protégée, had forwarded to me. There wasn’t much. Mostly it was a few mentions of Sei in a couple of reports. Choi assured me that the girl I was talking about was the girl in those reports. The evidence was hearsay, but it was all I had. Sei wasn’t a POI, so the fact that she even made it into a report was surprising. The most useful of all the intel was an actual sighting of her in Shanghai by an officer as opposed to an eyewitness.

      At a quarter to, I locked my purse in the lower filing cabinet of my desk, threw my matching suit jacket on, and proceeded to the rendezvous point.

      One hotdog cart existed near my building, and it was near the southeast corner of the block. Just outside the south entrance of the building was a large open area. Roughly fifty feet of concrete expanse separated the front doors and the street. It wasn’t worker friendly, as there weren’t many places to sit, and tree coverage only existed along the curb.

      I slowed my steps as I scanned the area looking for a guy with three hotdogs. I didn’t see anyone matching that description. Well, I guess I’ll head over to the cart. I started in that direction, focused on the short man, Pepe, who had been serving up the grass-fed beef weenies for as long as I had worked for the FBI. A man in a suit stood in front of the cart, but I didn’t peg him as my contact; he wouldn’t be dressed that way.

      A short perimeter wall, maybe two feet tall, wrapped the corner of the block. People often sat there while eating lunch. I spotted a man dressed in jeans and a dark blue hoodie wearing a black skullcap and wrap-around Oakley shades. He was halfway through a hotdog. Even though I didn’t see two more, I had a feeling he was my guy.

      “You got one for me?” I asked as I approached him.

      He flashed a bright smile as he handed me a white paper bag. He was human. Inside were two more. I grabbed one of the silver-wrapped morsels and took a seat next to him.

      “Hope you like them loaded.”

      “Is there any other way to eat them?”

      He shoved the last bite into his mouth and brushed his hands while I started in on mine.

      “Sorry about the covert runaround. I just got back two weeks ago. My Jedi senses are still operating at field level.”

      “Does it ever stop?”

      “Not really,” he said with a chuckle. He stuck his hand out. “The name’s John Park.”

      “Nice to meet you. Reilly tells me you spent time in Asia.”

      “Almost all of my assignments take place there. I just completed an operation in Shanghai and am due a little R&R. I have family in San Francisco. The timing worked out for you.”

      I swallowed. “I’ll say.”

      He motioned to the bag between us with his eyes.

      “Go for it. I’m good with one.”

      He started in on the third dog. “This girl you’re asking about, I know a little about her. She’s not on the agency’s radar, but most of what I discover isn’t.”

      “Explains why I’m having trouble finding information on her. Do you want to know what I know?”

      “Not necessary,” he said, flattening the paper bag next to him and placing the half-eaten dog on it. He reached into the front pocket of his jeans and fiddled around before stopping and standing up. He shoved his hand back into his pocket and pulled out a USB hard drive. “Everything I know about her, including a few photos, is on this.”

      “You have photos?” I asked, rising to my feet and taking the mini hard drive from him. I was eager to get back to the office and look over the goods.

      He nodded. “I had been tracking a local judge. An informant told me he would be meeting with a high-ranking Triad member. Turns out I had bad intel. The meet was between your girl and the gang member. I snapped photos anyway.”

      “Did you⁠—”

      “Everything I know is in the report. I hope it helps.” He sat back down and picked up the remaining half of his dog. At the same time, I dropped the hard drive and bent down to pick it up.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Park’s hotdog hit the ground. When I looked up, he was slumped over to his side, and half his forehead was missing.
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      I never heard the first gunshot.

      However, a second bullet whizzed by my face and hooked my attention, fast. I took another look at Park. There wasn’t anything I could do for him. Bleeding out wasn’t a concern; he was dead before he hit the ground.

      I dived over the perimeter wall just as another bullet struck it, spraying chips of concrete into the air, which rained down upon me. I brushed my hair out of my face and blinked a few specs of dust out of my eyes. All around me people sought cover in an area that was as sparse as they came. I poked my head up, and another bullet sent it back down.

      My ears told me that the shooter was using a sound suppressor, but still the pops were audible and, by my estimate, came from the west. My best guess was that he had holed up in the residential building at the other end of the block. I highly doubted he had hunkered down in one of the surrounding government buildings. If I were right, the sniper would be just over 300 yards away. He’s trained. He should have hit me.

      I had my weapon drawn, but it was no match for a high-powered rifle. Considering the timing between shots, it was bolt action. Had it been semiautomatic, I probably would have been lying next to Park. The shooter had fired four rounds, more than enough for him know he had compromised his position.

      I peeked over the wall again. No more shots. He was on the run. I leapt to my feet and used the cover of the young maple trees that lined the street to move forward. Other agents were filing out of the entrance of the federal building.

      “The shots came from that three-story building,” I called out, pointing. “We need to contain. I don’t think the shooter has made it out yet.”

      There were six of us advancing. Off in the distance, I heard the wail of sirens closing in on our position—only a matter of time before the area would be swarming with SFPD. This guy was toast.

      When we reached the building, three of us positioned ourselves outside the front entrance. The other three circled around toward the back. The front entrance was a security gate composed of eighteen-gauge welded steel bars running the length. A small area housing a bank of mailboxes provided a buffer to a windowed door. Aside from being buzzed in, there wasn’t a quick way to access the building.

      More agents appeared, Reilly being one of them. “What’s the situation?”

      “Sniper fire directed at Park and me came from this building. Park’s body is at the southeast side of the federal building. There was nothing I could do.”

      “Damn!” Reilly’s jawline tightened as he took a quick moment. “Is the shooter still inside?”

      “As far as we know. There are three agents covering the back.”

      “Got it. Stay here. Do not breach the building.”

      Reilly assumed command and ordered the agents with him to set up a perimeter. He then met with the first units from the SFPD that had arrived on the scene. I knew he would work to lock down the surrounding blocks.

      “I’m circling the building,” I told the two agents next to me.

      “We were ordered to stay put,” said Walter Bennett, one of the agents with me.

      I looked back at him. “We need to be one hundred percent certain this guy hasn’t already slipped out.”

      “How do you plan to do that?”

      “I don’t know, but it beats standing here and doing nothing.” I kept my eyes trained on the roof as I moved alongside the front of the building. A typical metal fire escape clung to the front exterior like an ugly birthmark. “Keep an eye on that,” I shouted to the agents near the entrance.

      At the end of the building was a walkway no wider than five feet that separated it from the adjacent building. Smooth stucco walls rose on either side. I kept my eyes fixed upward as I moved through the narrow passage. No way the shooter could climb down. I don’t even see a window. That was when I saw someone leap from one building to the next.

      “He’s on the rooftop,” I shouted, backing out of the walkway. I followed along the sidewalk and pointed. “He’s up on top, heading north.” I continued in that direction, stopping only to look down another narrow walkway. I caught sight of his left leg just as he cleared the gap. He wore camouflage pants. How clichéd.

      He had two more buildings he could traverse before running out of rooftops. At that point the shooter would have to loop back or work his way down. I passed the next and final walkway but didn’t see him. By then, Bennett had caught up. “Head down this pathway in case he loops back. I’ll cover the other side of the building.” I picked up the pace and headed for the end of the block. When I got there, I saw no fire escape, but I also had the sun beaming at an angle that affected my sightline with the rooftop. Where are you?

      I peeked back around the corner, looking for Bennett. He was out of sight in the walkway. “Bennett, he’s not here,” I called out. “Do you have eyes on him?”

      “Negative,” I heard him shout back.

      I moved along the building, wondering if he could cross over to the adjacent building to the west, but a lane between the buildings made it too far to jump. However, there was another fire escape, and my shooter was making his way down.

      We laid eyes on each other at the same time. His arm rose, and I dashed behind a dumpster just as he squeezed off a round. He had ditched the rifle for a handgun. I popped up and fired two rounds. The stairwell deflected both. I ducked back down, but there was no return fire. I peeked around the dumpster. Once again, I saw his weapon trained in my direction. A wild shot chipped the asphalt to the right of me.

      The magazine in my Glock 22 had thirteen rounds remaining—more than enough to get the job done. If I could catch him while he was descending the stairs away from me, I would have a clean shot when he made the turn and headed down the stairs that faced me.

      I took another look and saw his back. I trained the sights of my weapon, my arm steadied by the cover over the dumpster. There would be no discussion. No warning. No nothing. I had one objective.

      Three steps. Two steps. One step. Turn. Bam!

      The shooter’s body crumpled and rolled end over end down the stairwell until it came to rest on the platform, his gun falling to the pavement below and bouncing to a stop. He looked unconscious. Or dead. I had put two rounds into his chest—always enough to drop a man, not always enough to instantly kill him. I kept my gun trained on him as I walked over to the fire escape. A tickle of sweat ran down the side of my face, and I could feel a slight strain in my blouse as it stuck to my back. It wasn’t so much a sign that I was hot but more of an indication that I had just taken a life.

      The plat, plat sound caught my ear before my eyes noticed the red drops painting the asphalt directly under the shooter.

      Bennett arrived shortly after with a few other agents. “Kane, you all right?”

      “I am. He’s not.” I motioned upward with my head as I stepped away from the falling drops and holstered my weapon.

      One of the agents put a call in for medical support while I gave Bennett the lowdown of what had happened after we’d parted.

      “We got lucky on this one,” he said, resting both hands on his hips, his dark blue jacket pushed back.

      No, this was me being good at my job.

      “He almost got away.”

      Aren’t you glad I came to work today?

      Reilly arrived shortly after, and his forehead appeared very disappointed in me. “Did you not hear me earlier when I said to stay put?”

      “I heard you.”

      He shook his head and pulled me off to the side. “You disobey another direct order from me and I won’t hesitate to slap you with an insubordination write-up,” he said, his voice low and direct. “You hearing that?”

      “Understood.”

      As I brought Reilly up to speed, his eyes told me I had made the right call to look for our shooter. But I understood his frustration and reasoning. I had defied a direct order from him in front of other agents.

      Reilly raised his hand above his head, blocking out the sunlight, as he sought a better look at the body. A crowd of looky-loos had already gathered, and most had their phones out to document. Reilly glanced over at them. “It’s news before the news.” His eyes fell on me, but before he could get another word out, an object fell to the pavement near us—a smartphone.

      “It must have fallen out of his pocket,” I said, walking over to it. The phone was encased in a heavy-duty yellow protector. The screen was cracked, but we could clearly see what was on it—the log-on page for the Chasing Chinatown game. The player was Team Militant.

      It had begun.
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      “Those shots… they were intended for you,” Reilly said as his hand covered his mouth.

      I opened mine, but nothing came out. I didn’t know what to say. One of the players had actually taken up the mastermind’s offer. The hit on me had become a reality.

      While procedures had been put into place to ensure my safety, most of my coworkers, Reilly included, didn’t think one of those knuckleheads would actually come after an FBI agent. And yet twenty feet above me, warm blood dripped from a body.

      I guess I’d bought into the hype as well. I had always known it was a possibility but had wanted to believe that it wouldn’t happen. It was like having a hunch the tooth fairy wasn’t real and then being crushed when it proved to be true. Denial had overcome me. I didn’t want to accept the truth.

      If I had ever had a surreal moment, well, that was it.

      I knew there were people all around me; I could hear different voices. I even heard Reilly call out to Bennett, “I want a team analyzing the information on that phone pronto. Find out who this guy is.”

      But it felt far away, unbelievable, like Neverland.

      Is this really happening? Over and over the thought churned in my head. My head had dropped, and my gaze was lost when I felt pressure on my arm. “Maybe there’s only one idiot playing the game,” Reilly said. His voice was soft, calm, hopeful.

      I wanted to believe that this guy was the anomaly, but my gut disagreed. “Park was innocent,” I said. “He didn’t deserve to die.”

      “It’s not your fault, Abby.”

      “I remember dropping the USB drive. I bent down to get it. That’s when he was hit. He was behind me, sitting on the wall. My forehead was the target.”

      “Abby, we’ll do everything possible to protect you and your family.”

      My eyes shot back to Reilly. He already knew what I had been thinking.

      “Castro and Lin are good agents. Your family is safe, but I’ll put a few extra men on the detail until we can sort through what we’re up against.”

      The arrival of CSI caught Reilly’s attention. “Look, Abby, I don’t think you should go home just yet. Team Militant might have other players. They probably don’t know about your family or where you live. We can’t compromise that.”

      I wanted to go home, but the agent in me agreed with Reilly. This wacko could have come after me at my home—it would have been to his advantage—but he didn’t. “I want the family moved to another location.”

      Reilly nodded. “Done.” He spun on his feet and disappeared into the chaos.

      All around me, a team of agents and police officers moved to secure the immediate area. No one in. No one out. We had to control the scene and determine whether our shooter had used a partner or acted alone. There could be others.

      An agent from the bureau approached me holding a bulletproof vest. “You should put this on.”

      Most of the agents I worked with, whether I knew them or not, were aware of my situation. I had been a little defensive at first with all the extra attention. I felt like the little sister the big brothers were looking out for. But still, I saw the silver lining: I had an army of federal agents watching my back.

      I thanked him and took the vest. I wore a simple paddle holster that day, so I removed my suit jacket and slipped the vest over me. I had a form-fitting jacket, so there was no chance of putting it back on. I carried it in the crook of my arm.

      As I secured the vest straps, a familiar voice drew my attention. I turned and saw Kang walking in my direction. The Civic Center didn’t fall under the Central Precinct’s jurisdiction. He had gone out of his way.

      “Abby, I came as soon as I heard. What the hell happened?”

      I looked up at the fire escape that now had a body tent secured around it. “Team Militant is what happened.”

      “You mean an actual player came after you?”

      I had to laugh, because even “Cautious Kang” hadn’t thought one of the teams would make a move on me. I relayed the day’s events to him. His furrowed brow and periodic nods only further reinforced the seriousness of the situation.

      “The first shot dropped a contact Reilly had put me in touch with, a CIA agent.”

      “CIA? Sheesh.” Kang turned his head away briefly. “This story gets more unbelievable.”

      “I’m the lucky one.”

      “That’s the other body at the corner of Turk and Golden Gate?”

      I nodded. “It’s unfortunate. He had no beef in this.”

      “What was the meet about?”

      “Park was an operations officer who had spent time in Asia, particularly Shanghai. The hope was that he would have actionable intel on our assassin. The information I received from Choi had last placed her there.”

      “And?” Kang raised both palms.

      I retrieved the USB flash drive Park had given me from my pants pocket. “He handed me this right before he got clipped. According to him, it holds everything he knows about the girl.”

      “That’s hopeful.”

      “Yeah, in a roundabout way. I mean, tracking down a ghost assassin in order to shut the game down so that its players, who I can’t identify, won’t come after me is, well, grasping.” Even I saw that what I was attempting was pretty absurd.

      “What about the shooter? What do you know about him so far?”

      “Aside from his team name, not much. He had no identification on him, but we’re running his prints and looking into the room he rented for his operation.”

      “Kane.”

      I turned to the voice behind me and saw Bennett approaching. “Our shooter turned up on the National Crime Center database.” Bennett removed a small notebook from his jacket. “His name is Colin Benton. A passport scan had him arriving in the U.S. via Seattle from Vancouver.”

      “He’s Canadian?” I asked.

      “Negative. He’s an American. Last known address was in North Dakota.”

      “I never suspected an American team,” I said. “What else you got?”

      “He did four years in the army. He was a qualified marksman but was dishonorably discharged for an unauthorized kill during Desert Storm.”

      “Well, that explains his ability to take out a target from a few hundred yards away. He should have hit me as well.”

      “There’s more,” Bennett said. “He has known ties to a small militia group that the Bureau had been keeping tabs on. They called themselves American Freedom and operated in Montana. They had a growing presence until the leader was arrested and later found guilty of pedophilia. They disbanded shortly after.”

      “This keeps getting better.” Kang folded his arms across his chest.

      Bennett continued. “This Colin guy tried to start his own outfit with some of the remaining AF members, but it never gained traction. He went off the grid shortly after and hasn’t been seen since.”

      “Until now,” I said, shifting my weight from one foot to the other.

      “You know, the Vancouver destination isn’t that far away,” Kang added. “Did you know a team was active there?”

      “According to the game, no.”

      “Maybe it stopped tracking teams.”

      “It didn’t appear that way the last time I logged on, but you might be right. Team Militant should have been listed as being active in that city unless he hadn’t completed an Attraction.”

      “We should log on and check to see if there’s any movement with the other teams. Maybe it’s a glitch.”

      I shrugged and tilted my head. “Either way, I think we have to assume that all fourteen teams will come after me.”

      “Why? Because this guy did?”

      “No. It’s something that I’ve thought all along but tried to suppress. My bounty isn’t a bonus Attraction. It’s the only Attraction. If the players want to remain in the game, they have no choice but to come after me.”
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      News choppers circled above while their counterparts operated media stations at the north end of the lane. The high-powered lights used by the cameramen lit the area as puppet reporters all fed their stations the same story. This would be a spectacle that would continue long into the night and provide days of fodder for the ratings-starved media outlets. They were making Team Militant infamous.

      “Are you stuck here all night?” Kang asked.

      “No, but I’m waiting for word on where my family is being relocated to.”

      No sooner had I said that than my cell phone rang. It was Castro. He said they were in the process of relocating my family and they were safe.

      “I want to see them.”

      “I’m sorry, Abby, but we don’t know if you’re being watched right now, and⁠—”

      “No, I’m sorry, because that’s not how it’s going to work,” I countered with a voice that was stern but even toned. I needed Castro to understand my position without unnecessary explanation. “I know if I’m being tailed or not. Give me the address.”

      “What was that about?” Kang asked after I ended the call.

      “The agent in charge of moving my family to another location thought it was best that I not be in contact with them right now. Worried about me being tailed.”

      “He doesn’t know you that well.” Kang chuckled. “Where are they?”

      “Heading to Napa Valley—a small B&B.”

      Kang pushed his bottom lip up and mulled over my answer. “That works. Is that where you’re going now?”

      “I’ll swing by the house first for some personal items, maybe a quick shower.”

      “Who’s there?”

      “Nobody. It’s empty.”

      “Tell you what.” Kang clasped his hands together. “I’ll come with you.”

      I patted the front of my vest. “Thanks, but I’ll be okay.”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion,” he said, flashing a grin. “Come on, I’ll follow you with my car.”

      Before heading back home, I wanted to fetch my purse and laptop from the office. I had been keen on seeing if there was a glitch in the game or if I perhaps no longer had access to live updates. When Kang and I exited the alleyway, we did our best to avoid the media gauntlet.

      I kept my head down and worked to make my body look as inconspicuous as possible, but it didn’t help. The shrill I had come to recognize as the coming of the beast had sounded. No, it can’t be. I looked over to my left, and my jaw fell limp. Striding toward us dressed in a white pantsuit with matching heels and a cherry-red scarf was my nemesis, Suzi Zhang.

      She had her black, silky hair pulled around to the left of her neck, resting over her perky breast like a Pantene shampoo commercial. Each step crossed over in front of her, accenting the swing of her hips from side to side. Why can’t you just walk normally and not like you’re trying out for a spot on America’s Next Top Model? It annoyed me the way she turned the sidewalk into her catwalk.

      I had first met Suzi in a hospital when she came to visit Kang. We had gotten off on the wrong foot, and it stayed that way.

      “Agent Kane, might I have a moment?” she called out, microphone in hand and white veneers on display. And what’s with using the “might”? You’re Chinese, not British. I rolled my eyes and kept walking until Kang answered.

      “Sure, we have a moment.” He turned to me. “Is that okay?”

      No. Not okay. “I guess.”

      Kang and I waited as Suzi positioned herself next to me, checked her makeup, raked her fingers through her hair a few times, and flashed a few practiced smiles before giving her cameraman the go-ahead. I just stared at her bared chest, wondering about the blouse that should have been accompanying her suit.

      “This is Suzi Zhang reporting live from the Civic Center, where a deadly sniper shooting has taken place. Standing next to me is FBI Agent Abigail Kane.”

      Abigail?

      “As we understand, you were the initial target of the lone gunman. Could you tell us why you were singled out?”

      “There’s no indication that I was the target, nor have we come to any conclusion on whether the gunman worked alone or conspired with others.” I’ll contradict every question you ask, so keep wasting everyone’s time.

      “But isn’t it true that you are being targeted by a group of killers?”

      I shot a look at Kang before turning back to her. “The FBI has no knowledge of a group of killers that are targeting agents,” I said, tucking my shoulder-length black hair behind my ears. “As far as the bureau is concerned, this is an isolated incident, and we are investigating it as such. That’s all the information I have at this time. Thank you.”

      Before the serpent could spit out another question, I kicked my tiny legs into gear and exited the frame. Once we were out of range of any sort of recording device, I laid into Kang.

      “I can’t believe you told her about my situation,” I said, picking up the pace.

      Kang kept in step and raised both hands in protest. “I swear I didn’t say anything. I never discuss my investigations with her.”

      “Really?” My left eyebrow arched, punctuating my question.

      “Look, Abby. She’s a journalist⁠—”

      “Journalist? That’s being generous.”

      “Look, my point is that she probably heard a few sound bites from my phone conversations with you and dug around a bit. I’ll be more mindful around her from now on.”

      My gut told me Kang spoke the truth, but somehow his girlfriend had put two and two together, because no other media outlet had suspected that I had been the intended target. And I didn’t think asking me those questions had anything to do with her doing her job. I think she wanted to let me know that she knew or at least give the impression that she knew what was happening. Speaking to me was about exhibiting control. Bitch!

      We arrived at my home forty-five minutes later. Kang parked his Crown Vic across the street, and I pulled my Charger into the driveway.

      I was halfway to the front door before Kang exited his vehicle. “I’ll be in and out,” I shouted as I held up a hand.

      Once inside, I flipped a lamp on near the front door, and an empty living room stared back at me. I tried to recall the last time I had come home to a quiet house, and the answer was never. No bear hugs from my youngest. No tantalizing smells from the kitchen to tease my nose and water my mouth. Nothing. I suddenly felt lonely. I shook off the dullness before it could settle in.

      I hurried up the stairs and down the hall. My eyes had adjusted to the dark, and there was enough moonlight shining through the window at the opposite end of the hall that I didn’t bother switching on the hallway light.

      I pushed opened the door to my bedroom, hit the light switch, and did a double take. The floral comforter on my bed had disappeared, and the marigold-colored sheet had been replaced with a stark white one. Near the bottom of my bed, folded in a neat square, sat a gray woolen blanket. Next to it I saw a long-sleeved blue denim shirt with a number stenciled across the left breast. It looked like a prison uniform. But the strangest thing was the crudely constructed rubber mask lying on one of the pillows. The hair had been glued on in clumps, and the facial features were drawn on with a black marker pen.

      And then I heard it—slight movement behind me—before the bedroom went dark.
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      Not again.

      I took a step while turning, hoping to set distance between myself and whomever I was about to face. At the same time, my hand shot to my side holster, but I had lost the draw. A foot separated the barrel of a gun from my nose. Behind it was a shadowy figure, not much taller than me and a little on the thin side. Boxing this guy into submission was an option.

      “Remove your hand from that gun,” he said with a noticeable accent.

      I followed his instructions while I estimated the distance between my right foot and his crotch. Damn you, short legs. I still had my vest on, but at this distance, my face was an easy target.

      I wished I hadn’t told Kang to stay put. Maybe that punk would have gotten the jump on both of us. I doubted it. Kang would have waited downstairs.

      “You know why I’m here.”

      “Is that a question?” I asked.

      “You answer. I ask. Are we clear?”

      “You’re playing the game.”

      “I’ll be rich soon. You do realize that, don’t you?”

      The situation grew dimmer with each passing second. I had yet to see an opportunity to turn it around. “I do.”

      “They made it easy. No riddles, no clues. But we do have a theme: San Francisco movies. That’s the fun part.”

      The rooftop sniper—Dirty Harry—that’s why he targeted me at work. “So now what?”

      “You asked another question, but I’ll forgive your incompetence.” He took a step back toward the door. “Put on that shirt.” He motioned with the handgun.

      There was enough moonlight shining into my bedroom that I could make out some of my assailant’s features. His skin was dark, an olive complexion, and he spoke with a South American accent. He was clean shaven and bald on top, or maybe it was shaved as well. It didn’t matter. He wore a dark peacoat, the type the inmates from Escape from Alcatraz wore. Maybe that had been his way to get into character—an inmate taking out another inmate.

      I grabbed the shirt off the bed. To my surprise, it was fairly close to my size. I unbuttoned it and slipped an arm through one of the sleeves when he stopped me.

      “Vest off.”

      “I think it’ll fit if I still have it on,” I said, feigning naiveté.

      “You’re making me angry.”

      I removed the vest, revealing the black blouse I wore. The holster housing my department-issued Glock was still securely tucked into the waist of my pants. “Should I remove this as well?”

      He steadied his arm. “Take it out slowly. Toss it over there.”

      I did as he said. “You know my partner is just outside.”

      “He’s not your real partner. Don’t call him that.”

      “Oh?” I said, slipping an arm through one sleeve of the uniform.

      “He works for the San Francisco Police Department. You work for the FBI. You’re working together, but you’re not really partners.”

      Semantics.

      “And what makes you think I don’t have someone outside with a gun pointed at the back of your cop friend’s head? Do you really think I’ve been able to take the lives of twenty-six people without careful planning?”

      “I don’t believe you killed that many people.”

      “Of course you don’t. The police—not even the FBI—want to admit they can’t catch someone like me. You people are so stupid. You can’t catch anybody.”

      His arrogance pissed me off. It made me want to charge forward and put everything I had behind a punch to his face. But that thought also made me realize something else: He hadn’t killed me yet. He could have killed me first then slipped the shirt on me, put the mask over my head, and recreated his little scene for his photo, but he hadn’t. That told me he needed or wanted me alive. Or maybe he simply didn’t want to dirty his hands. What are you planning, and how can I exploit it?

      He reached into one of the front pockets of his jacket and removed something. It wasn’t until he threw the object and it landed on my bed that I realized it was a pair of handcuffs.

      “Put them on,” he said.

      I could sense a smile in his voice, but I wasn’t about to give up so easily. “No.”

      “What did you say?” He straightened up—shoulders back and chest popped out a bit.

      The way I saw it, this guy couldn’t have been watching me for very long. He had to have arrived in San Francisco recently, maybe a day or two ago. “I think you’re working alone,” I said, changing the subject.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I think you’re afraid of me, of what I’m capable of.”

      “That’s not true.”

      From his reaction, I could tell there had been some truth to what I had said. “You don’t have a plan. You got lucky,” I continued.

      “You stupid bitch. Look at the prison shirt, the blanket, the mask. That’s planning.”

      “No, that’s equipment.”

      I didn’t buy what he tried to portray: a serial killer. First off, the way he spoke, his thought process—it didn’t come across as someone with a high IQ like Ted Kaczynski or Jeffrey Dahmer. He was more street thug. Simplistic. Sure, he had some sort of plan, but the details weren’t there. He’d had an idea that he had been figuring out along the way. A true serial killer would have controlled the situation and his victims from the very start whether they knew it or not. He didn’t have control of my movements or my mouth. In fact, with every second that I remained free, I gained the upper hand.

      “Pull that trigger, and in this quiet little neighborhood that gunshot will sound like a bomb exploding. You’ll then need a minute or two to finalize your plan. No photo. No money. The only exits out of this house are on the first floor. I’m guessing you entered through the backdoor, since the front hadn’t been breached. A thick hedge encircles the entire backyard, making the narrow passageways on either side of the house your only viable escape route, but you already know that. Of course, with the valuable time you’ll waste documenting your efforts, you’ll most likely run into my partner as you’re making your way down the stairs while he’s entering the house. I doubt you’re working with someone else, so in the end, it’ll be a spirited competition of who can react faster and with more pointed accuracy.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but I continued.

      “You’re not like the other players. You don’t derive a thrill from the kill. You stumbled across this game and saw an opportunity to make a quick buck. You’re an opportunist, and that’s why you won’t win. You’re playing the game for all the wrong reasons,” I said, taking a step toward him.

      I had guessed right. I had him questioning and wondering how I could be so accurate in my assessment. His arm relaxed briefly before he straightened it.

      “What’s the matter, the gun too heavy? You’ve never pointed one at someone for this long, have you?” I took another step forward.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Your psychological lecture won’t work on me. Save it for someone else. Wait, there won’t be another time.”

      He laughed.

      I struck.

      I shot forward, my shoulder squared with his groin, knocking him back and off his feet. The jolt to his body had the effect I had hoped for. His gun had fired. Come on, Kyle. Get your butt up here.

      I sat up and slid across his chest. I shoved my right leg into the crook of his neck while using the other to pin his right hand down so I could grab his gun. My surprise move had him immobilized. The question was, for how long? I expected him to buck me off at any second, but instead, he squirmed under me like a little boy unsure of what to do. I had a sneaking suspicion he was nothing but a bully who thrived on picking fights with people who appeared weaker than he. You picked the wrong person.

      Eventually, I knew he would come to his senses and fight back. I also kept expecting to hear the front door open, followed by the pounding footsteps of my partner making his way up the stairs. Nothing.

      I took a chance and released my right hand from his. Raising my arm up high, I drove my elbow into his right cheek. I repeated the move. I had meant to break his face on the first try.

      The blow sent him into a fury. He shot his hips up with enough force and sent me flying over his head.

      I flipped over as soon as I landed. So did he. He brought his gun around. I kicked my left leg out. My heel blasted his face, snapping his head back and shaking the gun loose from his grip. I continued with a volley of cycle kicks that fought to slow his climb forward.

      One by one, he wrapped his arms around my legs and pinned them beneath his chest. A smirk stretched across his pockmarked face as he crawled forward. “You’re dead, bitch.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows and pushed away, but it was too late. He swung his left arm around toward my head.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up and found Kang staring at me. “What happened?” I asked while sitting up. The room spun, so I lay back down.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing. I heard a gunshot. When I got here, you were knocked out cold, and this guy had a broken neck,” he said with a head toss.

      Broken neck? I looked at the motionless body next to me. His head was tilted my way unnaturally, and his eyes were open, but I saw no life flowing from them. How? “The last thing I remember was kicking him in the face while he threw wild punches.”

      “Maybe one of your kicks did him in.”

      “I don’t see how… Wait. You said you found me unconscious?”

      “Yeah.” Kang pulled out his cell phone and called for backup and an ambulance.

      In the meantime, I replayed the events of the night in my head. I definitely remembered kicking my attacker in the head and face. Maybe I did get lucky. I have decent leg strength. He wasn’t a big guy—certainly plausible. As I lay there wrestling with my thoughts, a cool draft rushed across my face. I looked over at my bedroom window and saw the drapes fluttering in the breeze. That window had been closed earlier.
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      Two hours after Kang had woken me up in my hallway, CSI wrapped up their portion of the investigation and allowed the medical examiner, Timothy Green, to remove the body.

      Green and I had known each other for a few years. We had worked a couple of cases together and shared coffee once or twice. As head of the San Francisco Medical Examiner’s office, he almost never came out to a crime scene, but I suspected his decision to make an appearance had a lot to do with my being involved.

      He had arrived wearing brown corduroys and a yellow and green T-shirt promoting medical marijuana. He had a moppy mess of brown hair with a scattering of white on his head. His left ear was still pierced, but the tiny diamond stud had been replaced with a black barb. The light patchouli scent I associated with him permeated the air around him. There was no mistaking that Green was more hippy than hip, and most would crinkle their brow upon hearing that he was the city’s chief medical examiner.

      “I’m sorry they kept the body here for so long,” he said, adjusting the wire-framed spectacles on his nose. He spoke calmly and softly, as he always did.

      I waved it off. “I know the drill.”

      He smiled. “Yes, you do. Such the pragmatist.” His gray eyes lingered on mine longer than most would. I didn’t mind the attention, but I was mindful of keeping our friendship just that.

      “I hope I’m not prying, but I overheard your conversation with Detective Kang earlier. Are you in some sort of danger?”

      I pondered his question briefly before answering. Broadcasting my situation had been the last thing I wanted to do. I didn’t need to help the Suzi Zhangs of the world. “I’m chasing someone, and they don’t like it. They’re doing everything they can to stop me.”

      “Is that what happened here?” He gave the crime scene a quick once-over. “You’re telling me this guy was sent after you?”

      I nodded. “There may be more.” I decided to fill Green in on the details of the night and its connection to the Chasing Chinatown game. “We found the game app on his phone, and he had been logged into the game as Team Favela. We don’t know his true identity yet.”

      Green took a deep breath and blinked his eyes repeatedly. “I don’t know what to say, Abby. This is serious. You could be attacked again at any moment.”

      Just then, Kang appeared. “I just got word that the department will increase patrols on your street.”

      “Increased patrolling? How is that supposed to keep her safe?” Green blurted. His raised tone even took me by surprise.

      Kang towered above Green much as he did me. With his hands pocketed in his blue slacks, he turned toward the man who had boldly questioned him. “It’s called having a presence. It’ll serve as a deterrent.”

      “Oh, well, in that case, Abby should be much safer, because apparently an officer in a passing vehicle is much more of a deterrent than an officer sitting in a parked car across the street.”

      Ooh, a direct attack. This wasn’t the first time I had witnessed the alpha posturing between the two. I knew they had history, but Kang had never filled me in on the details. I guessed it had something to do with the crush Green had on me.

      With his neck craned back, Green showed no sign of backing off. In fact, he had leaned in, mostly to keep the conversation away from the other ears around us. My brain told me, Break up the little boys before it goes any further. But my ego countered, No, not yet. It makes me feel sooooo good. Maturity prevailed.

      I stepped between the two. “Timothy, I appreciate your concern. You’re a good friend. Let me know what you find with the autopsy.” I steered him toward the stairs but disguised it as friendly pats on the back.

      I watched Green descend the stairs and walk out the front door before turning back to Kang, who had a smug look on his face. “You happy?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, briefly looking away. “Look, in light of the situation, I think I should drive you up to Napa. You’re still heading there, right?”

      “She’s not going anywhere.” We both turned to find Reilly making his way up the stairs. “We can’t risk you compromising the safe house. You’ll have to wait a little longer.”

      “Wait, that’s not the deal.”

      “I realize that, but the situation has changed. Anybody you come into contact with could be a potential player of the game. I’m locking you down right here, right now,” he said. “And that’s nonnegotiable.”

      Reilly had done what I had feared he would do since that day the mastermind placed a bounty on my head: He had handcuffed me within my own investigation. “How am I to do my job?”

      “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      “This case won’t solve itself,” I continued.

      Reilly looked at Kang. “Good thing you have a partner to help out.”

      I let out a loud breath. “How long are you making me stay in my room?” I folded my arms across my chest and shifted my weight.

      Reilly had both hands resting on his waist. He seemed at ease with his decision and undeterred by my sarcasm. “We’ll play it by day. I’ve assigned two agents to provide a security detail: Logan Knox and Steven Copeland. They’re familiarizing themselves with the property as we speak. You can introduce yourself to them later.”

      “I really don’t think⁠—”

      “Abby, they’ll be under strict orders to make sure you remain here. If you need to come in to the office, they’ll escort you. But you have access to the NCIC database, and all of your files are on the office server. You should be fine working from home. Is there anything else I should know?”

      Earlier, on the phone, I had filled Reilly in on what had taken place, but he had still insisted on coming over. He walked a little way down the hall, looking at the mess the CSI team had left. “I know a good crime scene cleanup crew,” he said as he turned and headed toward the stairs. “I’ll have them stop by tomorrow. The Bureau will cover the cost.”

      “The lock on the back door is punched out,” I said in a huff.

      “Add that to the tally.” His words faded, and that was the end of the conversation. I had become a prisoner in my home and, as far as I was concerned, an even easier target.
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      Kang offered to spend the night. In fact, he insisted. I was too tired to fight him, and my head still throbbed from the smacking it had taken earlier. The two agents who were assigned to me had already appropriated the guest room for their sleep shifts. Lucy still had a youth bed, which wouldn’t work. Po Po’s was a queen, but Kang said he would feel better if he were on the same floor as me. That left Ryan’s room.

      “I appreciate everything you’re doing, but⁠—”

      “I know, I know. You can take care of yourself, and there are two other agents on the premises,” he said. “But I want to do this.”

      “What about your girlfriend? Won’t she mind?”

      “She’ll have to understand. This is work, not a teenage sleepover.”

      I opened the door to Ryan’s room. He had a double-sized bed with a navy-blue comforter and matching pillows. He had shed his Godzilla-themed bedding shortly after our move to the U.S.

      Two Bruce Lee posters hung on the wall, along with a judo instructional poster that demonstrated forty techniques. His gi hung on the doorknob to his closet. A six-drawer dresser stood next to a wooden desk and chair. A low bookshelf housed his growing collection of martial arts books, a lava lamp, and a realistic figurine of Bruce Lee complete with yellow jumpsuit and black nunchucks.

      Ryan had grown up fast over the last year or so. The toys of his earlier childhood were gone, replaced with a small flat-screen TV, a PlayStation 3, and a laptop. A skateboard stood upright in the corner, and glow-in-the-dark stars adorned the ceiling of his room.

      “Looks like your boy has really taken an interest in the martial arts.”

      “He’s been taking judo for a while and recently started with kung fu lessons. I take him to the gym with me when I can to teach him a few of my own tricks.” I flashed Kang a smile.

      “I should spar with him one day.”

      “That’s really nice of you. He would like that. Kung fu is where his real interest lies.”

      “Does he still call you Abby?”

      “Most of the time. Every now and then he’ll slip and say the ‘M’ word.”

      “That’s gotta make you happy.”

      “You know, I get it; he was old enough to remember his mother when she passed.”

      “He’ll come around.”

      I removed a few pieces of clothing from the bed. “You should be comfortable here.”

      Kang nodded.

      I let out a yawn as I exited Ryan’s room. “If you want a shower, there are fresh towels in the hallway cabinet. Help yourself.”

      “Abby,” Kyle called out before I entered my bedroom, “we only briefly discussed this, but everyone, including your boss, seems to think a kick is what broke your attacker’s neck.”

      “Maybe I did do it. We’ll see what the autopsy turns up.”

      “But the open window—how sure are you of it?” he said, walking toward me.

      I looked at the still-open window. CSI had dusted it for fingerprints but found none. “Pretty sure, but I guess I could be wrong. Maybe I opened it when I got home and don’t remember.” I shrugged.

      Kang slipped by me and walked over to the window. He stuck his head out and looked around before pulling it back in. “There’s nothing for anyone to crawl down on, but the jump to the grass below isn’t terribly high. It’s possible to land without tweaking an ankle. Did the CSI crew check outside for prints?”

      “Yeah, they didn’t find any. They also got up on the roof but didn’t find any noticeable disturbances, as they put it, but that doesn’t mean anything. Even a skilled burglar can avoid leaving a trail.”

      Kang shut the window.

      “So now you’re thinking there was another person?” Up until that point, I had been the only one buying the second-person theory.

      “The odds of you kicking him and breaking his neck at the exact same moment he knocks you out, well, I think you’ll have better odds with a lottery ticket.”

      I crossed my arms across my chest and leaned against the doorframe. “Okay, say there was a second person. Why would they break my attacker’s neck and then flee the scene?”

      “Competition? Another team wanted a crack at you?”

      “Another team? Interesting, but why not then finish me off? The job’s halfway done. Why wait and then have to make another attempt?”

      “Maybe they had a different plan. You talked about a theme earlier—movies that take place in San Francisco.”

      I thought about what Kang had said. There could be a little truth in it, especially if the other team’s gratification for killing stemmed from a very specific act or procedure. “We’re stretching, but let’s continue. Say this other team arrives here after us. They would have to enter my home without alerting you, my attacker, or me, right?”

      Kang nodded.

      “Only then to discover that they were too late when they see that Team Favela has already engaged me. Again, this happens without alerting either one of us.”

      “Or they got here before we did, saw the other team, and decided to wait it out.”

      “Eh, I feel like if they did arrive before us and spotted Team Favela, they would have either left or taken out the other team.”

      “But then there’s a body unless they attacked them in the backyard. Doesn’t seem likely, though.”

      “I agree. Still it all feels very Silly Putty to me... You know what it could be? Maybe he did have a partner, and that partner got greedy.”

      “Still, why not kill you, snap the picture, and be done with it?”

      We were chasing our tails, grasping at anything to make the second-person theory work. None of it did. We had talked ourselves into an empty corner. I yawned again and looked at my watch. It was nearing midnight. “Let’s continue this conversation later.”

      “Good idea. Rest might bring us a bit of clarity.”

      After parting with Kang, I opted for a quick shower instead of the lingering bath I had been thinking of. Thirty minutes later, I was under my covers, makeup free, with minty fresh breath courtesy of a thirty-second burning gargle.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I had been asleep, but I remember opening my eyes briefly as I turned over to my side. That was when I saw movement. At least, that was what I thought it was. I had already closed my eyes when I mulled that thought.

      Was that movement a shadow from the tree branch outside?

      Were the drapes drawn over the window before you went to bed?

      I’m pretty sure they were. That would disqualify the tree.

      Eye floaters?

      Now that’s a likely culprit.

      Were your eyes open long enough to register them?

      Hmmm, good question.

      Why not open your eyes and take a look?

      Why? Because I don’t think I can stomach yet a third attack in one day.

      So if you keep your eyes closed, somehow whoever is in your room will disappear?

      Wait, at what point did we graduate to someone being inside my bedroom?

      There’s only one way to find out, right?

      I opened my eyes and didn’t see anything, but my window was open. Again.
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      I sat up in bed and stared at the window. I was pretty sure Kang had closed it earlier. I was certain it was shut before I slipped under the covers. And yet there it was, open, with the curtains flapping in the breeze.

      I slid my legs over to the side of the bed and stood up. I usually slept in the buff, but seeing as there were three men under my roof whom I wasn’t in a relationship with, the conservative part of me had me sleeping in a light tank top and cotton athletic shorts.

      I walked over to the window and moved one of the curtains off to the side for a better look outside. The nightly fog was absent, so my adjusted eyes fared better in the darkness. I looked down at the single-sloped roof of the enclosed patio. The lights were off, and I heard nothing, but I assumed one of the agents was sitting inside there.

      I scanned the yard, not looking for anything in particular. Or maybe I was—a reason for my window to be open. I shifted my eyes over to the top of the tall pine tree and slowly traced downward the outline of the trunk and its arched branches. One of the branches, a straggler, jutted out close to the house about a foot to the left of my window. I had thought of hiring a landscaping service to trim it but had never gotten around to doing it. I stared at it, wondering what a trim would cost. That was when I saw a slight movement in the tree.

      I blinked my eyes and leaned out the window a bit. I had already questioned my memory, and my imagination seemed to be getting the best of me, but dammit if I wasn’t sure I had seen something un-tree-like move.

      The dark shape moved again. This time it wasn’t brief; it slowly traversed along the branch toward me. It was too big to be a raccoon. I could see that much. It stopped just as a slice of moonlight beamed down in front of it. Out of the patch of darkness and into the light, a hand appeared. I swear it looked as though it waved at me.

      In an instant, I drew a sharp breath, and the knock of my heartbeat slammed against my chest. I spun around and reached for my holster that lay on top of my dresser. As I drew my weapon, I turned back toward the window, but the mysterious person had disappeared. I knew then that I wasn’t imagining things.

      I darted out of my bedroom and down the hall. “Kyle!” I shouted as I approached Ryan’s room. I pounded the door twice as I passed by. “Someone’s in the tree!”

      I didn’t bother waiting for a response and continued down the stairs. By the time I rounded the corner at the bottom, I saw that a light had been turned on toward the back of the house. Past the living room and through the dining room I continued until I hit the small hallway that led past the kitchen, Po Po’s room, and the guest room. Agent Knox stood near the door that opened up to the enclosed patio.

      “What the hell?” He had his knees bent slightly and his hand near his side holster, ready to draw. His eyes were opened wide, a little buggy looking and blinking excessively as if he had been sharply woken from a deep sleep. Maybe he had fallen asleep on his watch. Or maybe it was because I was running toward him with my weapon drawn.

      “Someone is in the tree. Move! Move!”

      Knox spun and headed back into the patio. I ran past the guest room as the door opened. It was the other agent, Copeland. “Contain the front of the house!”

      I grabbed the Maglite I kept in a small niche near the door and followed Knox into the backyard, flipping the switch for the lightbulb above the doorway. It helped a little.

      I switched the Maglite on and held it in my left hand. My weapon rested on my wrist so the sights were aligned with the strong beam of light. “I saw someone on that branch,” I called out as I panned the light across it. Knox moved to secure the backyard, his weapon out front.

      By then, Kang had appeared. He raised his weapon up to the tree, following the path of the flashlight. “What’s the situation?”

      “I saw someone crouching on that limb.”

      Kang looked around. “Where’s the other agent?”

      “The front of the house,” I said.

      Kang headed to the front of the house.

      I continued to shine the light on the limb where I had seen the movement as well as the surrounding ones, but I knew whoever had been there had already disappeared. I helped Knox search the thick hedge, thinking maybe that person had managed to reach it and squeezed inside before we reached the backyard. Nothing.

      We moved to the front of the house, and I spotted the outline of a tall person standing on the sidewalk. Copeland had height like Kang, but he also had a good amount of meat on his body—the opposite of Kang’s lanky physique. He turned as he heard our approach.

      “The front of the house is clear. Detective Kang headed right, up the street,” he motioned with his thumb.

      There was only one streetlight in that direction, leaving the area fairly dark—a likely direction for escape.

      “You know I have to ask,” Knox started.

      “I saw someone. I’m not imagining it.” I spoke fast. The thumping in my chest continued.

      “Okay, that’s a problem. The property was breached without our knowledge.”

      I looked Knox straight in the eye. “I think that person was in my room.”

      I filled them both in on what had transpired upstairs.

      Copeland opened his mouth first. “I’ll check for any signs of a forced entry.” He moved to search the exterior of the house.

      The back door couldn’t be locked thanks to Team Favela’s break-in earlier. I sensed Knox had the same thought running through his head.

      “It’s possible that door was used as an entry point while I performed a perimeter walk, but I doubt it. How could this person have known the lock was broken?” Knox pointed up toward the house. “Are there locks on those windows?”

      Almost all of the original windows on the Victorian were double hung and equipped with a simple sash lock. Most wouldn’t open because they were painted shut, but I had cracked the coat covering mine when we first moved in. I liked fresh air. “They do. I can’t remember if Kyle locked mine when he shut it. I normally don’t since I’m on the second floor so…”

      “Do you really think someone was in your room?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty sure. I mean, maybe it might have been floaters I saw or a shadow from outside. What I do know is that someone was in that tree. I clearly saw a hand in the moonlight.”

      “So maybe you woke just as this person tried to access your room. They got as far as opening the window then had to retreat.”

      Why didn’t Castro catch that branch as an entry point into the house? “That’s possible. Maybe it’s another team playing the game.”

      Kang had reappeared, slightly out of breath. “I searched all the way to the end of the block and didn’t see anyone.”

      We brought Kang up to speed on our conversation. He confirmed that he hadn’t locked the window.

      “Great. Seems like everyone caught the same flight to San Francisco.” Kang shook his head and let a defeated breath flap his lips.

      “I know, right? Seems like that increased jackpot lit a fire under their butts.”

      “Safe to say this person has been here long enough to know that was your bedroom,” Knox said. “Who knows how long he or she has been watching you, waiting for the right opportunity?”

      “What are the odds that three teams would strike on the same day?” Copeland asked no one in particular.

      “One Attraction. Winner takes all. That’s why,” I said, looking at him. “It’s a race. They don’t have the luxury of sitting back and taking their time.”

      Knox scrutinized the houses across the street. “You’re not safe here,” he said, turning toward me. “These people know where you live. We’ll need to move you.”

      “He’s right, Abby,” Kang said. “We don’t know who these teams are or what they look like. Anybody who comes in contact with you is a potential threat.”

      “Hey, hey, let’s not overreact. All we need to do is adjust.” I held my palms out. “We know they’ll come here, so it’s easier to stay put. I know my neighbors and am familiar with all the faces on this street. If I move to another location, it creates more unknowns. It’ll be harder to spot a threat.”

      The group fell silent for a moment.

      “All right,” Knox said, “we’ll do it your way.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. “I pray I never have to tell you, ‘I told you so.’”
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      The sun had just begun to rise and peer through the sheer curtains that dressed the double-paned window in the small bedroom when bladder pressure in Zoric’s abdomen woke him. He rubbed the crust from his eyes and looked at the slender woman next to him. She was turned away, lying partially on her side and stomach. Her chestnut hair fanned across her creamy bare back. The white comforter only covered her up to her waist, where a tattoo of a unicorn on her lower back peeked out.

      Her name was Adrijana Lilic, and she had always been by Zoric’s side until a year ago when they both fled Serbia separately. Zoric had been a high-ranking member of the Zemun Clan gang in Belgrade. The recently elected mayor had put the gang in his sights and vowed to eradicate their presence in the capital city. Zoric had no interest in seeing how determined the elected official was to demonstrate to his constituents his commitment to being tough on crime. He thought it best that he and Adrijana stay apart temporarily. Adrijana went west to the small town of Pristina in Kosovo while he and Petrovic fled east to Chisinau in Moldova.

      He pulled the comforter up over her shoulders; the morning temperature outside had to be in the low teens, and it was not much warmer in the room. Even in the hottest month of summer, the mercury never rose above 65 degrees Fahrenheit.

      Zoric slid his feet over the edge of the double bed and stood. He walked quietly across the cold tile floors, hugging himself for warmth. His half-erect penis swung with each step. He would wake Adrijana after he took a piss.

      A few steps out of the bedroom, near the door to the toilet, Zoric stopped and peered into the living room. Tucked under a woolen blanket and sleeping soundly on an old futon was Petrovic. He had an arm resting across his eyes, shielding them from the penetrating light of the rising sun. He still wore his grungy boots.

      They had arrived at Adrijana’s apartment about a week ago. It was the only place Zoric thought they could be relatively safe and lie low. Killing those Greeks in Thessaloniki had been stupid, and he knew it. This hadn’t been the first time his lack of patience had gotten him in trouble. It had been a constant his whole life.

      “One of these days, you’ll get us killed,” Petrovic would say to him.

      Zoric would always reply, “Not today.”

      Zoric had calmed Petrovic’s fears of retaliation by coming up with a plan. Well, it wasn’t much of a plan; mostly it involved convincing Adrijana to part with her stash of cash that he knew she always kept hidden from him. They could use that money to pay for their travel to San Francisco and continue playing the game. It was the only real solution they had. Plus, it would put them out of reach of the Greeks, and if they won, they could then go anywhere in the world.

      However, there was a contingency—one Petrovic wouldn’t like—that Adrijana had laid down for funding their expedition west: Team Balkan would have a new member, and the take would be split three ways.
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      Adaira Kilduff stared out the window of the seventh-floor hotel room located in San Francisco’s financial district. She particularly loved that hotel, having stayed once before. It wasn’t that the room was well appointed or that the hotel had outstanding customer service or that the amenities were top notch; no, it had actually been fairly lackluster in all departments. But what she had discovered during her last visit was a discreet way she could come and go without raising an eyebrow with the front desk staff.

      If she entered the stairwell from the second floor and made her way to the ground level, a door opened into a small hallway that led to another door that opened into the pub next door. From all sides, the door looked as though it led to an unremarkable broom closet, so the only people who trafficked the corridor were hotel employees fulfilling in-room dining orders. The doors were never locked, and the pub was always busy.

      She had been in town for two days and was aware of Team Militant’s unsuccessful attempt at fulfilling the game’s singular Attraction. The sniper shooting topped every news broadcast, though none of the media mentioned the game or the alias used by the gunman. That told her they had no clue or the FBI had issued a gag order. Either way, it worked in her favor. Team Militant just came off as a nutty, one-man militia bent on sticking it to the U.S. government, and the game was free to continue.

      Adaira had already figured out where Agent Kane lived and still hadn’t decided if attacking her there was a viable option. If a heavy security detail were present, it would be problematic. Adaira wasn’t a bust-down-the-door-and-shoot-’em-up kind of person. Her victims in the past had been people she knew, most of them intimately. It allowed her to plot out every step, to think through every repercussion that could arise from the act. It was the real reason she had gotten away with her previous murders.

      This method, however, slowed her advancement in the game. So far, she had sacrificed two of her pay pigs for the game. Their generosity had been waning, and she didn’t think she’d lost much by disposing of them.

      Adaira had always thought she hadn’t been right for the game and had seriously thought about dropping out because of the difficulty of finding victims, not to mention the themed kills required by the game, but the draw of the prize was too much to ignore. She had to try. With the latest change in the game dynamics, Adaira had become much more hopeful. “One kill and the winner takes all” gave her an honest chance at winning.

      A swoosh of water could be heard coming from the bathroom before the door opened. Out walked a stocky woman with a buzz cut. Her face was adorned with a labret, a nasal septum piercing, and a third-eye piercing, and her earlobes were stretched and outfitted with black flesh tunnels.

      She wore a white button-down shirt that she was busy tucking into the waistband of her slung jeans. A pair of black combat boots anchored the ensemble. The sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, revealing tribal tattooing on her forearms. Inked right below the knuckles of her right hand was the word BORN. On the other hand was the word BUTCH.

      Adaira turned around and smiled. She had met Alex in an after-hours club during her last visit to the city. Alex had taken a liking to Adaira, and the bulldog had quickly become a puppy following her around during her stay. Adaira cozied up to the butch boi and learned that she had a questionable past that included a stretch of time in the Central California Women’s Facility for burglary, the illegal sale of firearms, and unintentional manslaughter. “Unintentional” was Alex’s take on the incident.

      Adaira’s gut had told her to stay clear, but it was that very thing about Alex that kept her engaged. That, and every now and then, Adaira enjoyed being piledriven by a dyke.

      “So, babe, what’s the plan?” Alex took a swig from an open bottle of Jack Daniel’s before wrapping her arms around the tall redhead and sucking on her neck.

      Adaira pulled back immediately. “No marks. Remember?”

      “Man, I’m just trying to snack on you.”

      “You can snack, just not there.”

      A crooked smile formed on Alex’s face, revealing her nicotine-stained teeth. “I know what you want.” She flicked her tongue like a serpent before dropping to her knees.

      Adaira leaned back against the window, turning her head sideways to admire the city lights once again. The fog was minimal that night. To the south was the Embarcadero Center, whose four buildings were outlined with lights year round. To the north, in the direction of the Golden Gate Bridge, was North Beach’s camel hump: Telegraph Hill. Protruding from the very top of it like an icy-blue glow stick was the famous Coit Tower. It was always beautifully illuminated at night, with exterior lighting that changed to suit the city’s tastes. The last time Adaira was in town, the tower had been drenched in orange to celebrate the San Francisco Giants’ win of the World Series.

      Adaira rested both hands on Alex’s head, gently guiding her. She had yet to figure out a workable, themed kill for the game, but she had enlisted a sidekick. Adaira was well aware that she hadn’t the means to kill Agent Kane the way she needed to, but she knew Alex could. Convincing her to go along couldn’t have been any easier, and Adaira didn’t even have to mention the game. She simply told Alex that the FBI agent had been working with Scottish authorities to have her extradited back to Scotland, and if that happened, Alex could forget about eating her ever again.

      That’s all Alex needed to hear. “Man, fuck that bitch. She ain’t taking what’s mine.”

      The question about a plan that Alex had asked earlier was not without reason; Adaira had yet to come up with one. She needed an idea that complied with the game’s theme. She knew she wanted a movie that represented the essence of Team Kitty Kat, one that was equally thrilling as being a dominatrix.

      The first film that came to mind was Doctor Dolittle. She had remembered a scene in which Jake the Tiger was contemplating suicide from the top of Coit Tower. Adaira thought of how fun it would be if the lady agent leapt or was pushed from the tower. However, the movie didn’t quite meet her expectations. Family fun wasn’t exactly what she’d had in mind.

      Not being a huge movie buff, Adaira was forced to do a search online, where she found an article that listed every movie shot in the city. Escape from Alcatraz jumped out at her, as she was certain it would be a thrill to watch Agent Kane try to escape her grasp. But then she came across the erotic thriller Basic Instinct. It seemed almost too perfect. She was exactly like the lead character: intelligent, sexy, deadly. But in the end, Adaira chose a movie that had a driving scene that appeared to be as equally thrilling as whipping a man into submission.
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      Two days had passed without incident. Neither my neighbors nor the media were the wiser of what had been taking place at the House of Kane. I had talked Reilly out of setting up a command post on my front lawn. That would have drawn unnecessary attention and freaked out the neighbors.

      An agent at the bureau had dug up information on Team Favela. The man’s name was Antonio Rocha—a wannabe thug from Rocinha, one of the larger slums of Rio de Janeiro. His background proved interesting.

      Apparently, his mother was a powerful woman in the favela where he grew up on account of her longtime boyfriend, Francisco Sá Silva, the right-hand man of one of Rio’s most feared drug lords. Sá Silva was said to have helped her raise Rocha since he was ten. I suspected Rocha never quite lived up to his expectations. Maybe playing this game was his way of proving himself to the man he called Dad.

      According to the game, Team Favela should have been in Buenos Aires, Argentina. There were no waypoints on the map connecting that city with another, so I could only assume B.A. had been his first crack at the game. As far as I could tell, he had only completed one of the Attractions before the objectives of the game had changed. They’re only a flight away.

      I exited the back door, looking to find Knox. He’d already had the lock on it fixed and reinforced; in fact, all entry points into the house had been refitted with extra security fixtures. The floodlights were also operational again. My neighbors would just have to deal with it.

      Knox had set up two live animal traps in the far corners of the yard in an effort to keep the raccoons from triggering the security lights. “It’ll help to eliminate a false trip.” He motioned upward with his eyes to the lights.

      I studied the wire mesh cage. “What’ll you do if you catch one?”

      “We’ll have animal control come out and relocate it.”

      I took a deep breath of fresh air and kicked a pinecone that had fallen from the tree. Last Thanksgiving, Lucy had collected enough for her entire class to make pinecone turkeys. Lucy had made one for each of us, and they served as the centerpieces for our festive dinner. Remembering that day made my stomach turn; I had yet to see my family since the night they had been whisked away. I continued to push Reilly for a visit, but he rejected my request each time. He had me contemplating a decision that would not make him happy.

      In the meantime, video calls provided the best option. At least I could see my children. Ryan and Lucy didn’t seem too bothered by what had happened. They had been separated from me before. Castro and Lin were doing a great job at keeping them entertained with movie rentals and video games. A homeschool teacher, cleared by the bureau, had been hired to provide schooling since they weren’t allowed to attend.

      Ryan’s only complaint had been that he missed his judo and kung fu classes. “Abby, I try to practice my moves in my room, but it’s not the same. I don’t have an opponent to spar with.”

      “Have you tried asking Agent Castro or Lin if they can help you train?”

      “Yeah, but they’re always too busy doing what they do, or Po Po is making them drive her someplace.”

      “What about outside? Are there things to do?”

      “There’s a small vineyard where I sometimes play hide-and-seek with Lucy, but we can’t go too far. Oh, Mr. Fulton is teaching me about wine.”

      Ed and Betty Fulton were the owners of the B&B. They were high school sweethearts who had gotten married and stayed that way. They’d been running the B&B ever since Ed retired from the Navy.

      “Well, that sounds interesting. No sampling!”

      Ryan laughed. “Abby, I have to know if I made it right. Don’t worry; Mr. Fulton told me I’m supposed to spit it out. It tastes yucky anyway.”

      Po Po appeared content with the temporary arrangement because of the fact that the B&B had a larger and better-equipped kitchen than I had been able to provide her with. Lin had the duty of driving her to Chinatown every other day. The payoff had been healthy weight gain for the two agents. I, on the other hand, had lost a few pounds.

      I had left Knox and retreated to my cove on the third level of the house when Kang called.

      “You know that teapot I took from the tong?”

      “Yeah,” I said, easing myself down into my leather chair.

      “Did I leave it at your house by chance?”

      “Don’t tell me you lost it.”

      “I might have. I had it with me that night you were attacked. I left it in my car.”

      I crossed my legs and doodled on the notepad lying on my desk. “Did you search your car?”

      “Yeah, it wasn’t there. Then I thought I had taken it into my place. I tore the house upside down but nothing.”

      “What about⁠—”

      “I already grilled Suzi. She was my first go-to.”

      “Aside from the fact that you lifted it from a place you shouldn’t have, is it a big deal if you don’t find it?”

      “Yes and no. I won’t bother you with the details.”

      “Bother me.” I recrossed my legs and added hooker heels and long hair to the stick figure I had drawn.

      Kang told me about the meeting he’d had with Ethel regarding the teapot.

      “So that thing could be worth a lot of money?” I drew a microphone in the hand of my stick figure reporter. “I’ll look around. Maybe you brought it inside.”

      “That’s not the only reason; I still think that design on it has meaning. I showed it to my friend Ethel. She had seen something similar before—drawings her dad had—but she didn’t know what it meant. Luckily, I still have those pictures I snapped of the teapot while we were there. I can study those.”

      I filled in the speech bubble above my little stick figure. This is Sushi Zhang reporting live from Nob Hill where word is a mysterious person is not picking up after their dog. “Okay, well, let me know if anything comes of it.”

      “I will. By the way, how are you holding up?”

      “Meh, I’m okay. I haven’t had any real reason to leave the house except wanting to see the kids and Po Po.”

      “No-go there?”

      “Nada.”

      “Look, if you need anything at all or if there’s something I can do for you, let me know. I’m serious.”

      “Be careful. You’re giving me a whole lot of leeway.”

      Kang chuckled. “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Isn’t that the saying?”

      I hung up thinking about the investigation and how it had dropped Kang and me into a series of absurd situations. He had become someone I could depend on without fail, someone I could trust with my life, someone I still had a stupid little crush on. I blamed it all on that day when he first saved my life. Stupid hero-crush syndrome. That’s all it was.

      I opened the window above my desk and gazed outside. It was two thirty in the afternoon. I knew because, across the street, I watched our postwoman make her way from house to house. She had that familiar navy blue bag slung over her shoulder, and as always, she wore a sky-blue, short-sleeved shirt and gray culottes. Rarely did I ever see her in trousers, even when it rained. The temperature outside hovered in the low seventies. Not too cold but not too warm. I guess all the walking she did helped.

      Near her, a black squirrel scurried down a telephone pole and contemplated crossing over to my side. It retreated when a forest green Mustang approached; its throaty engine cut through the hum of my neighbor’s lawnmower.

      Copeland caught my eye just as I pulled back from the window. I stopped and watched him walk down the driveway to the edge of the sidewalk, where he surveyed the street in both directions. On his way back to the porch, he gave me a two-finger salute.

      I smiled at him and wondered how I might give him and Knox the slip so I could visit my family. Kang’s generosity had planted a seed in my head.
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      That night after dinner—spaghetti, veal meatballs, antipasto salad, and garlic bread ordered from Fanelli’s Deli—I bade goodnight to Copeland and Knox and headed upstairs. I wanted to take another look at the information on the USB drive that Park had given me. While I had combed through it carefully the day after the sniper shooting, I hadn’t seen anything as being helpful with locating Sei or even telling me more about her.

      The hard drive contained a few surveillance photos of the meeting Park had mentioned. There were a bunch taken of the Triad gang member sitting at a sidewalk table outside a small coffee shop and a few more of Sei standing at the table. The rest were of the two sitting and talking. Most of the photographs had her wearing large sunglasses, but Park managed to take one when she briefly removed them to scratch her cheek. I was thankful he had gotten that shot. Without it, I couldn’t have confirmed that the woman in the pictures was Sei. The odd thing about that one photo was that it looked as if she had been staring straight into the lens, as if she knew someone was photographing her.

      Also included was a report Park had written about the death of an informant in a Shanghai short-time love hotel. On the night the hotel manager discovered the dead body in the room, security cameras attached to the hotel’s exterior captured a person dropping down from a fire escape in the alley next to it. It was only when the person passed under the camera that they became recognizable due to a bright, yellow glare from a nearby neon sign. It was a woman who looked a lot like Sei.

      She had the same long, straight, black hair and slender but firm physique that I remembered from my encounters with her in Bangkok. Her outfit was a form-fitting jumpsuit. While Park might have thought she resembled the woman from his other pictures, I was on the fence; the video footage was grainy. I thought Kang might help confirm whether it was Sei since he had also interacted with her.

      Park’s report went on to note that the informant was an aide to the judge. I guessed the judge found out about this guy’s loose lips and had somebody silence them. Both upper and lower appendages were removed from the victim’s face.

      I replayed the video, pausing it at the instant the neon glow drenched the woman. It seemed as though her eyes were looking straight into the camera. I couldn’t be sure because of the video quality, but it looked that way. If this woman really were Sei, was she simply exhibiting narcissistic behavior, or had she been baiting whomever would investigate the informant’s death to catch her?

      All cues pointed to Sei being the mystery woman, but Park had nothing concrete tying the woman in the video to his informant’s death except that she used the fire escape to exit the hotel. His report stated that they never found out who did it. I wasn’t sure how much time Park had spent developing that asset, but the depth of the investigation told me it hadn’t been a huge loss.

      There were a few other reports involving dead people in which eyewitnesses described a similar woman being seen in the area: small, slender, and wearing a black jumpsuit.

      Did she always wear that outfit when she executed someone? Could it be an extension of her personality? Was it associated with a gang or an organization she belonged to? I had never seen an outfit like that during any of my Triad investigations. It could be a Chinese thing, but I doubt it. I was probably overthinking the outfit, but I took a snapshot of the paused video anyway and emailed it to Kang. Maybe the professor has an opinion on this.

      I had honestly begun to think all the hours spent investigating her were amounting to nothing more than a monumental time-suck. But I knew the only way to the mastermind was through others, and getting to them had proved difficult to say the least. For the first time in my law enforcement career, I feared I would lose.
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      The channels on Kang’s flat-screen zoomed by at a speed that suggested he hadn’t been paying much attention to the programing. He shut off the TV and placed the remote on the rustic wood-plank coffee table in front of him. Suzi was at the station preparing for the nightly newscast and normally didn’t get home until after midnight. Kang always tried to catch the show so he could discuss it with her when she returned, but that night the case had his mind occupied.

      Kang’s phone chimed, and he opened an email from Kane. He looked at the photo she had sent him, and his initial reaction, without reading the email, was that it was the assassin girl, Sei. But because of the grain in the picture and the lighting, he could see Kane’s hesitation. He took a few minutes to study Sei’s outfit, but nothing about it struck him as having a purpose other than practicality.

      After responding to Kane with his thoughts, he studied the pictures of the teapot once more. He had looked at them a dozen times and spent upward of two hours researching the drawings online with not much to show for his effort. Why am I bothering with this? He continued to ask himself that question over and over. It had overshadowed the other pertinent question: Where was the teapot?

      Kang had sat in front of the computer again, ready to conduct more searches, when the obvious struck him.

      Why don’t I just ask the people at the tong?

      Because you’ll have to explain why you have pictures of that teapot.

      I entered the premises legally and took pictures of various items. I was well within the law.

      But you also took the pot.

      They don’t know that.

      Kang looked at his watch. It was quarter to ten. It’s still early, he told himself.

      Twenty minutes later, Kang parked his Crown Vic outside the Hop Sing Tong. The shops on the street were closed except for the restaurant on the corner. Only a couple of tourists strolled down the lane. He could see no interior lighting through the windows of the tong, but the other tongs were dark as well.

      Kang exited his vehicle and walked over to the entrance. Through the double glass doors, he could see that it was dark inside. Still, he knocked anyway. After multiple tries, he resorted to what he always knew he would do.

      Looking behind him—the tourists were gone—Kang removed his lock-picking tools from the inner pocket of his jacket and went to work. After fifteen seconds, he had gained entrance to the tong.

      Once inside, Kang locked the door behind him, flicked on a small penlight, and cautiously made his way up the stairs. His destination was the top floor, as he was curious as to whether whoever had been previously sleeping there had been back. Had they noticed that the teapot was missing? Was that person there?

      As he neared the top floor, Kang slowed his approach and softened his footsteps. The room was dark and quiet. But that didn’t mean it was empty. Someone could be sleeping.

      Kang stopped three steps short of the landing. The lone window was open, as it had been the last time. A bit of the moonlight seeped through, giving some transparency to the darkness. He directed his penlight over to the corner of the room where he remembered the bed to be. It was empty. He made a few more passes over the room with the light before he convinced himself that he was alone. Up the final steps he went.

      As he walked toward the bed, he moved the tiny beam around the area. The white comforter was still on the bed, and the empty food packages were on the floor. Even the teacup seemed to be exactly where he remembered last seeing it. However, one thing stood out, something Kang wasn’t expecting. Sitting next to the cup, as if it had never been removed, was the teapot he had taken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kang took a sharp breath as he pulled his head back. A surge of prickles raced along his spine before shooting through both arms and tickling the tips of his fingers. He blinked in disbelief. Instinctively, he drew his gun and spun around, searching the room once more with his weapon and the penlight, the thumping in his chest unrelenting.

      He looked. He listened. He moved quietly away from the bed, heading toward the bathroom on the far side of the room. The door was closed.

      He and Kane had been watched that day when they entered the tong. He knew that much. How else could he explain the teapot making its way back home? More importantly, the question running through his head at the moment was whether someone was watching him then.

      Kang worked to control his breathing, fearful it would disrupt the silence in the room. A heavy blanket of darkness still covered most of the room, and if it were an advantage, he intended to use it.

      He proceeded as if he were not alone. Slow, purposeful steps brought him closer to the bathroom door. Once in arm’s reach of the doorknob, Kang stood with his back against the wall to the left of the hinges. He knew the door opened outward from his previous search. If someone were hiding and armed inside there, he wouldn’t be caught standing in the middle, in the fatal funnel.

      Kang brought his weapon up to the middle of his torso. He reached across the door with his left hand and turned the knob softly. It was unlocked.

      One. Two. Three.

      He turned the handle quickly and pulled the door open. Kang stepped back away from the wall and peeked inside. The bathroom was empty.

      Kang closed the door, moved over to the window, and looked outside. He checked his watch. It was a quarter to eleven. The street outside was quiet and empty. The restaurant on the corner had its lights on but appeared to be closed. He stuck his head out a bit farther. Below the window was the platform of the fire escape. Miss it, and that ten-foot drop turned into a fifty-foot splat on the sidewalk. Climbing down was doable, but there was no way back up from what he could see.

      He holstered his weapon and walked over to the bed to inspect the teapot. He lifted the lid, and before he could peer inside, the aromatic scent of jasmine hit his nose. A finger check revealed a tiny bit of liquid at the bottom. It had been empty and dry when it was in his possession. Kang grabbed an empty paper bag near the bed and scooped up the teapot. Whoever had reclaimed it might have left some fingerprints. He then hurried back down the stairs.

      Once outside and sitting in the driver’s seat of his car, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed Kane’s number. “Abby, why I came to the tong isn’t important right now… No, I’m not still inside; I’m sitting in my car. Listen… Listen, I found the teapot on the top floor, exactly where we first saw it… I’m not joking. But get this: Not only did someone take it from my car and return it to the tong, but that person drank tea from it. I’m having it dusted for prints… I know, I know. I completely agree. Whoever took the teapot from my car is probably the person you saw outside your window.”
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      Kang returned to Waverly Place the following day a little after eight in the morning. He wanted a conversation with the people in charge of the newly managed Hop Sing Tong, the ones who never seemed to be around, not even for their own grand reopening.

      The tong still looked deserted, as it had the night before. No surprises there. The doors were locked the way he had left them, so Kang played along and knocked. He peered through the glass door but saw no one inside. Fine, I’ll wait.

      Kang crossed the street and bought a large coffee from the restaurant at the corner before settling back down in his vehicle. I got all the time in the world. He blew through the tiny opening of the coffee lid before taking a sip.

      The residents of Chinatown had already started their day. He watched as the elderly puttered by. They seemed to be the only ones who got up early aside from the schoolchildren.

      The men were usually on their way to meet friends at their daily hangout. A popular location on Waverly was the Blossom Bakery. There they would chat all day while drinking cheap green tea and munching on Chinese pastries. The women were simply getting an early start on their daily shopping needs, usually hitting up the fresh food markets that lined Stockton Avenue.

      Kang sat quietly pressing the paper cup to his lips for a few minutes before pulling out his phone and texting Kane.

      
        
        Kang:  You up?

        Abby:  Yeah. What’s up?

        Kang:  I’m camped outside the tong waiting for the owners to show up.

        Abby:  Sounds exciting. How long?

        Kang:  Couple of hours. I’ll come back in the afternoon if needed.

        Abby:  Can your cigar-smoking friend help?

        Kang:  I’ll call her later when the CCBA opens.

        Abby:  That day we searched the tong a curious man came up to my car.

        Kang:  What happened?

        Abby:  Reilly called before I could question him. He might know something.

        Kang:  What does he look like?

        Abby:  Short. Wore a gray, ivy cap. Lots of sunspots on his face.

        Kang:  Did he have a white cane?

        Abby: Yeah.

        Kang: I think I see your guy.

      

      

      An old fellow fitting that description had just appeared from a residential building across the street from the tong and started walking in the opposite direction. Kang exited the vehicle and hurried to catch up with him. He must have sensed Kang’s approach, because the guy picked up his hobbling pace.

      “Hold up. I want to talk to you. I’m Detective Kang with the San Francisco Police Department.” Kang flashed his identification to the old man, who still seemed intent on getting away. Kang reached out and gently but firmly grabbed him by the arm. “Please. I just have a few questions. You’re not in trouble.”

      The residents of Chinatown had been leery of the police ever since the first waves of immigrants had settled in the city. They tended to solve their own problems within their community. It was partly what had given the Triads their tight grasp on the neighborhood. They were often the ones residents turned to when a dispute needed to be settled.

      The old man stopped tugging his arm away. “I not do anything wrong,” he replied with an accent.

      “I didn’t say you did. You live there?” Kang pointed to the building.

      The old man nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Liu Jie, but everyone call me Lester.”

      Kang nodded approvingly. “All right, Lester, tell me: you ever see people come and go from the Hop Sing Tong?”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Kang flashed a friendly smile. “Come on. Help me out.”

      The old man’s eyes shifted from side to side before he looked up and down the street. “I see someone come at night, but not get good look. Very dark.”

      “Only at night? Never during the day?”

      The old man nodded.

      “What did this person look like?”

      Lester shrugged.

      “Old? Young? Did you see more than one person?”

      “No, only one person. Not old like me. I only see once.”

      “Anything else you can tell me about this person? Is he associated with the tong?”

      Lester placed both hands on his cane, leaning forward a bit and looking past Kang toward the direction of the tong.

      “It’s okay. No one is going to hurt you.”

      Lester stole a few more glances before raising his arm and pointing at the lone window at the top of the tong.

      “Did you see someone in that window?”

      Lester nodded. “Use window to go inside.”
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      Armed with the information from Lester, Kang didn’t bother to call Ethel and headed straight over to the CCBA. He was officially questioning her. If she knew the people who had taken over the tong, she had information he wanted.

      The office hours were nine to five. Kang arrived at half past nine. He had opted for the ten-minute walk rather than trying his luck with parking on Stockton.

      Once inside, Kang saw Grace, who had just sat down behind her desk. She had what looked to be a fresh mug of coffee in her hand.

      “Fancy seeing you here this early,” she said. “Coffee?” She lifted her mug.

      “I’m good. I had some earlier.”

      “You’re in luck. She’s normally not in the office this early. She even got here before me.”

      “Thanks.” Kang smiled and delivered a knuckle knock on Grace’s desk as he passed by. He hadn’t heard Ethel’s voice echoing in the short hall leading to her office. Unusual. Kang peered around the doorframe and leaned in. “Good morning.”

      Ethel jumped in her chair. “Dammit, Kyle, you almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Sorry.” Kang shrugged. He took a seat in front of her desk. “Why are you here so early?”

      “I should ask you the same.” Ethel closed the laptop she had open.

      “I need to ask you a few questions.”

      “Uh oh,” she said, peering over her reading glasses. “This sounds serious.”

      “It is. It’s regarding a case I’m investigating.”

      Ethel leaned back in her chair and folded her hands across her lap. “How can I help?”

      “The Hop Sing Tong, you know who took over, and I need to ask them a few questions. Where can I find them?”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “Nothing’s happened. I have a few questions, but nobody ever seems to be around when I stop by.”

      Ethel held up a finger while she picked up the receiver to the phone on her desk. She dialed, and after a few silent seconds of them staring at each other, she hung up. “No one’s answering, but I’ll make a few other calls. The person in charge there is Charles Yee. I’ve known him for a few years.”

      Kang’s brow wrinkled. “Hmm, that name doesn’t ring a bell.” He removed a pen and a small notebook from his jacket and noted the name.

      “He’s a transplant from New York. Came out here specifically to get the tong back in order.” Ethel leaned forward. “May I ask about the case?”

      “I’m working on a joint investigation with the FBI. We’re chasing down a variety of angles. This is just one of them. Don’t worry; he’s not a suspect.” Kang smiled, but the truth was, he hadn’t ruled out the tong. After finding the missing teapot, it had him convinced that somehow the tong was still involved with the game. He just couldn’t quite prove it yet.

      Ethel nodded. “I’ll get a hold of Charles for you. Don’t worry.”

      Kang grasped both arms of the chair and pushed himself up. “Thanks, I appreciate it. The sooner the better.” He moved around the desk and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I owe you.”

      “Sunday brunch—the Palace,” she called out as Kang exited her office.
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      I hadn’t been out of the house since the night Team Favela had attacked me, so I changed into running gear and headed downstairs. I walked out onto the front porch where Copeland was sitting.

      “Where’s your partner?” I asked as I sat next to him and put on my running shoes.

      “He’s in the back. Where are you heading?”

      “For a run.” I glanced up. “You’re more than welcome to join me.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “You can’t stop me. By the way, aren’t you a bit bored sitting out here? Come on, go get changed.” I had no idea if he had anything suitable for running. Both had ditched the suits after the first day and were content with jeans and hoodies.

      “What if someone’s waiting for you?”

      “I’m a target sitting right here next to you just as much as I am on the road. I’m not going to hide.” I lifted the hoodie I used for running just enough to show Copeland the shoulder holster housing my Glock.

      “You’ve got three minutes.” I stood up and started to stretch. “If you’re not back out here, you’ll have to find me.”

      “Give me five.” Copeland hurried inside.

      I strapped my mini iPod onto my left arm and stuck my earbuds in my ears. I scrolled to the playlist titled “Rock the Road,” hit play, and grinned as Ozzy screamed into my ears.

      When Copeland returned, I gave him a few minutes to stretch, and then we hit the road. Boy, did it feel good.

      Typical SF air: crisp, refreshing, and tingling in the nostrils. With the absence of clouds, the sun shone bright across the bay. I couldn’t have asked for better conditions. We ran west on my street, Pfeiffer, then north on Columbus. I opted for a shorter route that morning, one that was just under three miles. It would take us along the Embarcadero past the famed Fisherman’s Wharf and Pier 39 until Broadway and then back into North Beach—a good dose of flats and hills to get the blood flowing and the endorphins firing.

      I didn’t pay much attention to Copeland, only a few glances to see if he had kept up. He had his head on a permanent rotation of our surroundings. I saw Alcatraz as a gap between port buildings opened up and thought about the SF movie theme that my death should tie into. I wondered if studying the movies might give me any insight into recognizing a future attack. I made a mental note to have Reilly put a junior agent on the task of researching the movies.

      The run, thus far, had helped me think through the problems I had been experiencing with the case. I thought about how I had been put on the defensive, having to guard myself from another attack. I wondered, if that hadn’t been the case, would I be any further along?

      It made me remember what my father used to say to me after a sparring session. “It’s okay if you’re backed up against the ropes, but don’t stay there.” That’s what had happened to me. The mastermind had me leaning against them, and I hadn’t done a damn thing about it. Ali was a master against the ropes, but I was no Ali. My style was closer to Sugar Ray—small, fast, and accurate with combos.

      So why then had I been content to slug it out that way, a losing position for someone like me? I wasn’t sure; maybe because the mastermind had proven to be an opponent I had never faced before. That reminded me of another thing my father had advised me to do: Adapt and come up with a different strategy. I knew I needed to go on the offensive. The mastermind assumed I would dig in and wait out the attacks, and so far, he had guessed right.

      But which way forward? What offensive move should I take? I was a target, my attackers were essentially invisible, and I had no idea where or even who the mastermind was. How could I put an end to the game and not get myself killed at the same time?

      A few minutes of heel against pavement, and the answer came with complete clarity. I’ll make myself a bigger target.
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      Back at the house, I wasted no time putting my plan into place and put a call in to a trusted friend. “Everything is fine. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      An hour later, I was freshly showered and had changed into jeans and a hoodie. The doorbell rang just as I had started to walk down the stairs. Standing outside on my porch with a smile on her face was my friend, Agent Tracy House.

      “I’ll have you know: I fought traffic all the way across the Bay Bridge.”

      I looked at my watch. “It’s noon. What traffic are you talking about?”

      “There was road work. You ready?”

      “Yep.” I gave my hoodie a courtesy pat out of habit to ensure I had my weapon before walking out the door.

      Copeland watched all of this with a dumbfounded look. He must have thought he was invisible. He was. “Where are you heading?”

      “I’ve got something in the car she needs to see firsthand,” House called out as we walked down the driveway.

      I didn’t bother to look back. I wasn’t sure if Copeland or House knew each other, but I was assuming she’d had to flash her badge to gain entrance to the porch. He knew she was friendly. I had counted on that. And it worked, because he sat back down in the wicker chair while House and I got into her vehicle and drove off. I wish I could have seen the look on his face.

      It didn’t take long for my phone to start ringing. “Abby, what are you doing?” Copeland asked.

      “I needed to get outside. It’ll help me think through the case.”

      “You were just outside.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I have more thinking I need to do. Don’t worry; Agent House is with me. It’s no different than if you were escorting me. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      “But my orders were⁠—”

      “I’ve got control of my mouth. Do you?”

      After Copeland and I had come to an understanding, I hung up and tucked my phone into my hoodie’s zippered pocket.

      “What was that about?”

      “One of the agents assigned to my security detail needed to cover his butt in the event that news of my little field trip makes it back to Reilly.”

      “Well, if everyone keeps their mouth shut…”

      “I think he got the message.”

      I leaned back in my chair and stared out the window at the passing buildings. We were heading west on California Street toward Ocean Beach. A walk along the surf seemed like a good idea.

      With traffic manageable, it only took twenty minutes before my toes were digging into the sand while salty sea spray filled my nose. House and I stayed just out of the grasp of the crashing surf that washed over the beach. The cawing and flapping of numerous seagulls encircled us during our walk.

      I brought House up to speed on everything that had transpired since Park’s death. She knew about the attack at my home but didn’t know the details.

      “Sheesh, Abby. Maybe Reilly is right. We’re not talking about one guy stalking you.”

      “I get it, but sitting still and waiting to be attacked is exactly what the mastermind wants me to do. It effectively hampers my ability to investigate.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me. It’s actually a brilliant strategy in an effed-up sort of way. So, what’s the plan? You’re under your director’s orders to stay put.”

      I dipped both hands into my jeans pockets. “I realize that, but it’s time I helped Kang crack the connection between the Hop Sing Tong and the game.”

      “Well, if they are indeed connected, showing your face around Chinatown is one way to give this guy the middle finger. Is this what this little field trip is about? Because if it is, we shouldn’t be here at the beach.”

      “Reilly wanted to set up a command post on my front lawn. I talked him out of it, but now I’m thinking that’s exactly what needs to be done. We need to make this investigation as big and as public as possible.”

      “Won’t that only draw more attention to you?”

      “That’s exactly what I want to happen. The mastermind has strength because we’ve kept quiet on the game and the killings that took place. It’s time we let everyone know about Chasing Chinatown and what this person is doing.”

      A smile appeared on House’s face. “I like it. Destroy his anonymity by going public. A press conference?”

      “That and more. I’ll give Reilly his command post—only it won’t be outside my home.”

      An hour later, Copeland and Knox met House and me at the Hop Sing Tong. Knox started talking the second he exited their vehicle. “Abby, you can’t just go running off. This is serious. We have a job to do, and⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, putting a hand up. “It won’t happen again. From this point forward, we’re all joined at the hip.”

      Knox looked over at Copeland, who only shrugged. “What’s going on here? Why did you ask us to meet you at the tong?”

      “Because this,” I said, pointing back at the building, “will be our new command post.”
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      It didn’t take long for Knox, Copeland, and me to pack up a few personal items and rendezvous back at the tong. We were officially moving in, whether the owners liked it or not. House had already started the paperwork that would allow us to seize the property. We were making an asset grab, civil forfeiture. Under this law, the government could confiscate property without charging the owner so long as they believed that asset had been involved or associated with a crime. The tong would become the property of the U.S. government. Everything in it would be ours. Anything connected to the tong—cars, other offices, homes—would be seized. The building was the perfect location for our investigation and the beginning of the end for the mastermind and his sick game.

      I had claimed the top floor of the tong. I wanted whoever came and went from that window to know they had a guest. I stripped the mattress of its bedding and fitted my own on it. I had a desk brought up from a lower floor and dry-erase boards attached to the walls.

      I had just finished mapping out everything we knew to date about the game and the mastermind when Reilly appeared.

      “Bold, Abby. Very bold.”

      “If we want to catch this bastard, we need to get back to what we do best.”

      “Seize assets?”

      I chuckled. He walked over to the wall and looked at the information I had compiled. I had listed all the cities involved and their current status: defunct or in play. I also listed the names of the teams, the kills they had made, and whether they were apprehended, killed, or still at large. I even listed the names of anyone associated with the game or the investigation up on the wall—everyone from the mastermind to Sei to my friend Artie, the late detective in Bangkok. Every single action we were aware of had been noted. I wanted an eagle’s-eye view of all that had taken place since day one of our investigation.

      Reilly walked slowly along the timeline of events. He nodded every now and then but kept his thoughts to himself until he had reached the end of the wall. “Well, this certainly makes it easier to connect the dots.”

      “I agree.”

      “Fill me in on your next steps, Agent.” He pulled up a chair and took a seat.

      “I want to hold a news conference and reveal what we know about the game: how it’s played, who the players are, the victims, the people in charge of running it…”

      “Put it out in the open, have the media and the public help us put an end to this game.”

      “Exactly. By doing this, we can strip away the sheath of darkness that encompasses the game, the one thing I believe contributes to its power to exist.”

      “I like it,” Reilly leaned back in his chair. “I think it’ll work. But⁠—”

      “I know what you’re about to say. It’ll make me a bigger target. That’s exactly what I want. I want to operate in the open because it will have the opposite effect. It’ll make it harder to get at me. I expect the media to follow my every move. Waverly Place will be turned into a media encampment when I start telling my story.”

      “And once you’ve blown off the roof of this private party, then what?”

      “This tong,” I said, looking around. “It’s the key to turning the corner on this investigation. Somehow, it’s connected to the game.” I filled Reilly in on the teapot and Kang’s discovery of it back at the tong.

      “So you two think whoever has been sneaking in and out of this place is also the person you saw in your tree?”

      “Yes. In fact, I’ll go one further. I think this mysterious person also killed Antonio Rocha.”

      “Team Favela?”

      I nodded. “I believe that person sleeps in this bed, and I’m hoping for another run-in.” From the look on Reilly’s face, I couldn’t tell if he had bought into my new approach to the investigation.

      “I’ll be honest, Abby: I’m on the fence. Shedding a light on the game, I think that’s a smart move. But your next step forward is muddy at best.”

      I understood the pushback. I couldn’t positively argue that relying on a connection of the tong with the game would lead to cracking the case, but that was how I investigated. I squeezed and squeezed until there was no place for them to run.

      I let out a breath and shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “So, what are you saying?”

      Before Reilly could answer, Kang appeared at the top of the stairs. “So it’s true.” He had a wide smile stretched across his face. “Having control of the tong will definitely help.” Kang gave Reilly a courtesy nod as he walked over to the marker boards.

      “Update me in two days,” Reilly said as he stood. “I expect progress.” He headed down the stairs.

      With both hands resting on his hips, Kang turned to me. “What’s he got to say about all this?”

      “He’s cautious, as usual, but he’s given me enough rope to hang myself.”

      “Well, that’s not what’s going to happen. This is a brilliant move.”

      “Your praise… it’s so… unlike you.” I grinned.

      “I’m serious.” Kang grabbed a marker and wrote the name “Charles Yee” off to the side of where I had written “mastermind”; I had him positioned at the very top of pyramid of people involved in the game.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “He’s in charge of the tong, but funny enough, he’s never around.” Kang briefed me on the conversation he’d had with Ethel that morning.

      “How well does she know this guy?”

      “Well enough, I suppose.” Kang pocketed his hands into his slacks. “But she’s coming up empty on making an introduction. Finding him should be our next step. The fact that he’s made himself unavailable only makes me believe that he and this tong are involved. I’ve already reached out the NYPD’s 5th Precinct. They cover Chinatown. Ethel said he was a community leader there.”

      “This guy sounds guiltier by the second.” I moved toward my laptop and logged into the NCIC server. After a few minutes, I looked back at Kang. “It appears the bureau doesn’t officially have anything on the guy, but that doesn’t mean we haven’t heard of him. I’ll put a call in to the New York office and see if his name yields anything useful.” Could this guy be our elusive mastermind?

      I walked back over to the board where Kang had written his name and drew a question mark next to the mastermind. “If your friend Ethel knows this guy so well, well enough she can pick up a phone and reach him, surely she must have a picture of him. But what has my brain spinning is if this guy really is the mastermind, what’s Ethel doing hanging out with him?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. But she might not know. To start with, we can canvas Chinatown, and if he’s here, we can force him out of hiding.”

      I looked at my watch. It was nearing four thirty in the afternoon. “Let’s pay Ethel another visit, see what sort of progress a day has allowed her to make.”
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      Copeland and Knox met us on our way down the stairs. “What are our next steps?” Knox asked.

      “We’re heading over to Stockton. There’s someone there we need to question. You two should join us. The more the merrier.”

      “We’ll bring the car around.”

      “Let’s walk. It’ll give us another opportunity to address the media.”

      No sooner had the four of us exited the building than we were ambushed by the hordes of reporters camped outside. It was exactly what I had wanted to happen. I held up a hand to quiet them as we walked. “The investigation is still ongoing, but we are making significant progress.”

      “Can you tell us anything more about the connection of the tong with the game?” one of the reporters asked.

      “We do have new information,” I said, pausing. “We could use the public’s help in locating a Mr. Charles Yee, the person responsible for managing the tong.”

      “Is he the man behind the game, the so-called mastermind?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that, but the sooner we can locate him, the better we will be able to answer that question.”

      “The SFPD is working on securing a positive ID on this guy,” Kang added. “We’ll circulate a picture once we do.”

      With a swarm of reporters following us, we had a ten-foot buffer zone separating me from any opportunistic player of the game. The media, in their quest for information, provided a layer of fat—the good kind. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a secured zone, but still, it helped.

      I leaned in closer to Kang. “Well, we’ve just outed Mr. Yee. If he’s completely innocent, this should bring him to our attention.”

      “I’d say we did more than that. We just pegged him as the mastermind.”

      “We didn’t. The media did,” I said with a smile.

      “Agent Kane,” came another voice from the throng. “Where are you heading now?”

      “The CCBA on Stockton.”

      “What can you tell us about their involvement with the game?”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say they’re involved, but they might possess information that can lead us to Mr. Yee.”

      The media hub walked in step with us all the way to the front steps of the CCBA, and we did nothing but welcome them to wait for our return, affording us the same security buffer on our walk back to the tong.

      Once inside, Knox and Copeland took positions near the entrance while Kang led me back to Ethel’s office. I could hear her voice booming from a room at the end of the hallway.

      As soon as we rounded the corner, she stopped talking and covered the phone with her palm. “Kyle, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you twice in one day.”

      I stepped out from behind Kang, prompting Ethel to politely end the call.

      “Agent Kane, I didn’t see you. Please sit.” She motioned to the two chairs in front of her desk.

      “We have more questions,” I said.

      Ethel’s eyes focused on Kang. “I know why you’re here. It’s been all over the news. I’ve been trying to track down Charles ever since our meeting this morning. I don’t understand it. He’s always returned my calls right away. I’m beginning to worry.”

      “Ethel,” I said, “do you have a picture of him?”

      “If he’s in some sort of trouble, we can use the public’s help in finding him,” Kang added.

      “Oh, I’m sure I do.” Ethel reached down, lifted her purse onto her lap, and dug around until she found her smartphone. She adjusted her glasses as she used one hand to maneuver through the screens on the phone. “Hmmm, maybe I’m wrong. I thought for sure I had one.” She looked up over her glasses. “I’ve been to a couple of group luncheons with Charles, and we always take pictures at these events, but it doesn’t look like I have any. Strange.” She clucked her tongue. “I’ll dig around and ask a few friends we have in common and see if I can locate a picture for you.”

      “Kyle mentioned that Mr. Yee was a community organizer back in New York.”

      “Yes, his most notable work was for the On Leong Tong.”

      “Does the tong have a website? Maybe his picture is—” Before I could finish my sentence, Kang had his phone out, Googling the tong.

      “I got nothing coming up for On Leong,” he reported. “I’ve heard of them but don’t know much about their organization.”

      “They might not have a website—typical for most tongs,” Ethel said. “I’m trying to change that. Anyway, they’re located on Mott Street in New York’s Chinatown district. They also go by the name Chinese Merchants Association. Try that.”

      Kang found a simplistic website that gave out information on the association along with upcoming events and activities. “No pictures, and I don’t see any mention of Charles Yee.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” Ethel said. “He wasn’t a member. He only consulted.”

      “For a guy who’s done so much, he’s certainly hard to pin down,” Kang said as he closed the browser on his phone. “Is there anybody there that can help us locate him?”

      “I’m one step ahead of you.” Ethel waved a finger. “I’ve already put in a call. It’s been a while since he’s done any work with them, but I’m hopeful.”

      “What kind of work did he do for them exactly?” I asked.

      “Well, during the early eighties up until the early nineties, the tong had been under the control of the Ghost Shadows, a Chinese gang. Charles had been instrumental in helping the authorities nab their leader, Wing Yeung Chan, and ultimately wrestled control of the tong away from the gang and back into the hands of the Chinatown community.”

      “That case rings a bell,” Kang said. “I think Chan was indicted on murder and racketeering charges.”

      “That sounds about right.” Ethel nodded. “Charles’ experience with that is partly the reason why I thought he would make a good fit here. We—well, Chinatown, really—wanted to ensure that the Hop Sing Tong didn’t fall back into its old ways.”

      “Partly? What was the other reason?” I asked.

      “His wife died a few years ago. They had no children. In one of my visits to New York, he mentioned that he was looking for a change, something that would take him out of the Big Apple. I’ve always kept that in the back of my mind.”

      “So it was your decision to hire him?” I asked.

      “The decision was made by various community business owners in Chinatown. All I did was bring Charles to their attention.” Ethel let out a soft breath as she looked away.

      “Were you two close?” I questioned.

      “Not originally. The distance kept our relationship mostly businesslike. But with his arrival out here, we got to know each other a bit better. I considered him a friend. There is no way he is involved with anything illegal.”

      “We didn’t say he was. Is there a reason why you thought of that?”

      Ethel shifted in her chair. “Look, I won’t play dumb. I know why you’re asking about him. I’ve seen some of the interviews you’ve given to the media. The FBI is claiming that the tong is connected to this Chasing Chinatown game, if there is one.”

      “What makes you think there isn’t?”

      “I’m not discounting that people were killed and that the tong had been under control of the Triads, but I find it hard to believe that it’s still involved. Jing Woo and his gang were decimated by the FBI.”

      “Well, someone else got to Jing before we did,” I said.

      “Charles is not this so-called mastermind, if that’s what you’re thinking. Believe me.”

      “And what makes you so sure of that?”

      “He… he can’t be. He’s such a nice man. Not a mean bone in his body.” Ethel clasped her hands together and placed them in her lap. Her head lowered, her eyes softened, and her shoulders slumped—a sudden realization, I imagined.

      “I had such high hopes. I thought we were finally putting an end to the organized crime that has plagued our community here in San Francisco from the beginning.” Ethel looked up at us. “Could I have been so wrong about him?”

      “We need to find him, Ethel,” Kang said. His voice had taken a serious turn. “Innocent or not, he’s gone missing, and in my experience, that’s never a good sign.”
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      We waited until we were back inside the tong before discussing our conversation with Knox and Copeland. While we needed attention from the media, I had been mindful of the information fed to them. They were merely pawns.

      We gathered on the top floor, away from prying ears and microphones.

      “So this Yee guy, you think she’s trying to protect him, or is she being genuine?” Knox said what everyone had been thinking.

      “Kyle knows her better than I do.” I turned toward him. “What’s your take?”

      “No way.” Kang shook his head. “I’ve known Ethel for a long time. I don’t believe she would keep anything from me, especially something like this.”

      “Still, it’s a little suspect that she claims to be his friend and has known him for years, yet can’t produce a picture or get him on the phone.” I shrugged. “Just saying.”

      “I know how it looks, but I’m willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. I wouldn’t wait on her to produce this guy, though. I’ve got his phone number now and I’ll be calling nonstop.”

      “Not having an ID on this guy isn’t making things easier,” Copeland added as he walked over to the window and looked down below. “Let’s hope that, with the media blasting his name out there, we’re able pick up a lead on his whereabouts.”

      “Another mystery guy to add to the list,” Knox said with breathy sarcasm.

      I couldn’t blame him. An elusive mastermind, a ghost assassin, and a faceless community organizer made up our cast of top suspects.

      “There’s Lester,” Kang offered.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The old man you bumped into outside of the tong.” Kang grabbed a dry-erase marker and wrote his name on the board. “I questioned him earlier this morning. He said he saw someone enter this room through that window at night, so no specifics on what the person looked like.”

      “Using the window as a door only confirms our suspicions that something sketchy is happening in this tong,” I said.

      “Lester couldn’t give a description? No specifics?”

      Kang shook his head. “I think the guy has cataracts. We’re lucky he even witnessed it. Still, since we have everyone else on the board, might as well add him.”

      “Cataracts? Sheesh, two steps forward, three back,” Knox commented before heading for the stairs. “I think that pot of coffee should be done brewing.”

      We all followed him down to the second floor. Kang picked up the TV remote and turned on the large flat-screen TV. Chasing Chinatown dominated every news station. “The first part of our plan is hitting on all cylinders.”

      We watched for a few minutes before Copeland broke the silence. “Man, we need to convert this attention into action. It’s rare that a case gets so much attention. I mean, CNN is covering this story nonstop.”

      “I agree,” Kang chimed in.

      “Let’s give it time, see what information comes back. In the meantime, I’ll continue giving interviews to feed the frenzy.”

      Knox reappeared from the kitchen with a pot of coffee in one hand and a bunch of paper cups in the other. He set the brew down on the table. “Abby, I’ve got a kettle of hot water on the stove for you.”

      “Thanks.” I headed into the kitchen, where I had left my tin of loose-leaf tea. I drink only Tieguanyin. I pried the cover off, grabbed a pinch, and dropped the leaves into an empty mug. I poured water from the kettle, and within seconds, the water began to take on that familiar green hue. I took a tiny sip. Another minute and it’ll be perfect. I placed a napkin over the cup and headed toward the stairs. “I’ll be up on the fifth if anybody needs me.”
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      Zoric, Petrovic, and Adrijana settled in at the Holiday Inn on Van Ness Avenue shortly after seven p.m. Empty takeout boxes from the diner next door littered the top of a small table near the sliding door leading out to a narrow balcony. A twelve-pack of Budweiser sat on the elongated desktop that ran the length of one side of the room under a window of the same dimensions. The air conditioning unit was a floor model, and its hum was nothing less than industrial.

      “This is bullshit, man,” Petrovic blurted after taking a swig from his beer bottle. He sat slouched in a chair, which was tucked away in the corner of the room, with one booted foot on the carpeted floor and the other resting on an ottoman. They couldn’t afford two rooms, and all the rooms with two twin beds were occupied. They had settled for one with a king-sized bed and had requested a rollaway bed. Guess who got the rollaway. “Why don’t we just go to a cheaper hotel so we can get two rooms?”

      “This is a cheap hotel,” Adrijana countered, her tone laced with disgust, as usual. She and Zoric were sitting on the bed, resting back against the pillows that lined the headboard.

      “I’m sure there are cheaper hotels,” Petrovic continued.

      Adrijana looked at Zoric. “I’m not staying in some rat-infested, piece-of-shit place.”

      “Oh, look who’s too good.” Petrovic chugged more of his beer.

      Zoric hated being around both of them at the same time. The two bickered nonstop, with him always forced to side with one or the other. He worried that bringing Adrijana with them would hamper their ability to complete the Attraction. But in addition to bankrolling the trip, Adrijana had also secured counterfeit passports for each of them. Zoric and Petrovic had had no choice but to bring her along.

      “The sooner we get rid of this FBI agent, the sooner we can collect our money,” Zoric said. “We must act fast.” They had no idea how many other teams had come to finish the game. Updates were no longer being supported on the application.

      “We have no weapons. How are we supposed to grab her?” Petrovic asked. “I can choke that bitch, but it’s not like she’s waiting outside for me.”

      “We need a plan,” Adrijana noted. “Plus, we can’t submit just any picture of her dead. It has to tie into the theme.”

      “I told you guys, The Rock. If we use that movie, we will win.”

      “And what is the plan?” Adrijana rolled her eyes. “You going to blow her up in a building with all the C-4 explosive you have in your back pocket? No, wait. You want to lock her up in a cell inside Alcatraz?”

      “Drago, I can’t take this shit. This bitch is pissing me off.”

      “Who are you calling a bitch?”

      “Shut up! Shut up!” Zoric had tried to stay out of it. He’d worked hard to ignore most of their conversation, focusing on the MMA match on the television. He turned his head to his friend. “I like that movie too, but she’s got a point. We need something that is easy and fast.” Zoric flipped through the channels and quickly found a news station broadcasting the Chasing Chinatown investigation. “Look at this. Everybody already knows about the game.”

      “So what?” Petrovic sneered.

      “So what? How do you expect us to get anywhere near her?” Zoric threw both of his hands into the air. “Right now this woman is surrounded by reporters and FBI agents.” He grabbed his beer off the bedside table. “The more she talks, the harder it is for us.”

      They had lost the element of surprise, and it pissed off Zoric. Sure, Kane didn’t know their identities, but that botched attempt by the sniper, the attack on her at her home, and the FBI’s full disclosure of the game were making it damn near impossible to get anywhere near her, even with her out in the open.

      Petrovic chugged the rest of his beer before opening another bottle and draining half of it in one gulp. Zoric knew silence was Petrovic’s way of acknowledging that what he had said was right. He then looked over at Adrijana and thought about all the money she had spent. The emptiness in her eyes told him she wished she hadn’t. Zoric turned his attention back to the TV while his mind wrestled to find a solution to their predicament.

      Silence fell over the room.

      Adrijana avoided looking at the men as she sipped from the bottle of red wine she held captive between her thighs. Even with her limited knowledge of criminal activities, she knew Zoric and Petrovic didn’t have the equipment needed to make a full frontal assault, not with the security detail in place and the constant media coverage surrounding Agent Kane. To win, they would need to break from their comfort zone and do what no other team had attempted.

      She swirled the wine in her mouth before breaking the silence. “What if we used her partner, the cop? You know, as bait.”
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      The tong had all the comforts needed for us to live there. Whatever it lacked, we brought in. We requisitioned extra cots for Knox and Copeland on the fourth floor and a few other agents on the third. There was a kitchen on the second floor, and the third and fourth each had a bathroom with a shower. The top floor, which I had commandeered, lacked a shower, but I did have a toilet and a basin. It would suffice. In all, a total of six agents, including me, would be staying at the tong while a handful of support staff showed up daily.

      Knox reinforced the crappy lock on the front door as well as the locks on all the lower-level windows that opened onto the fire escape. Two security cameras were installed outside the front of the tong. Knox and his team took turns monitoring the video feeds.

      Kang convinced his supervisor to add foot patrols in Chinatown during the day and to increase vehicle patrols at night. Also, in an agreement struck by all parties, traffic on Waverly Place had been temporarily halted by the SFPD specifically so the news vans could camp outside—a much-needed pipeline of info to the public and the first welcomed media circus I could ever recall.

      Up to that point, every aspect of my plan had been successfully executed—a nice relief considering the difficulty of the investigation. Back in the beginning, when we were chasing Team Carlson, we’d had no idea what capturing a couple of lunatics would unveil.

      I stood still, staring at the boards on the wall, when I heard someone clear their throat. I turned around and found Kang standing at the top of the stairs. “You ready for your first night in the tong?” he asked, walking toward me with both hands in his pants pockets.

      “Sure. The bed’s a little stiff, but it’ll do. I’m sure we can scrounge up another cot if you’re interested in joining our sleepover.”

      He smiled. “I would, but Suzi’s expecting me.”

      I sat and motioned for him to take a seat in one of the chairs I had brought up from the rec room on the second floor. “How’s that going?”

      His head bobbed from side to side. “We’ve had better days.”

      Oh, you must be referring to the time you were with me in Bangkok. I bit my tongue and only looked at him.

      He had lowered his head a little, and his eyes drifted down toward the floor. “I thought things would be different since she came back from Florida, you know?” He looked back at me. “But they’re not.”

      You know the saying: fool me once… Forget it. I’ll listen because you’re my friend. I remained silent.

      “There are times when we’re happy, and then there are times when we’re not. I try to think that these up and down moments are simply part of relationships, but I know Suzi and I just have a lot of differences.”

      His eyes had drifted back to the floor, and we both remained quiet for a few moments before he spoke again.

      But this time, he sat up and clasped his hands together. “I’m sorry for laying my girlfriend problems on you.” A half smile appeared.

      “Hey, that’s what friends are for.” I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t cheering inside at the thought of Kang dumping her prima donna butt, but I didn’t like seeing my usually upbeat partner wallowing in sadness. Kang was a nice guy with a good heart. He deserved someone who could appreciate what he had to offer. Someone like me. Wait, what? Focus, Abby. Stop it with the superhero crush.

      As far as I could tell in listening to him talk about Suzi, she sounded like a major attention whore who treated him like an afterthought. I mean, she must be dynamite in the sack, because she comes off as a raging bitch everywhere else. The few times I was forced to see them interact, she would constantly talk over him and correct him over the minutest details. I swear, I must have mentally punched her face a million times while laughing hysterically. Kang could do much better. “Anytime you want to talk, I’m here for you.”

      His smile grew. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.” A moment later, he stood. “Well, it’s getting late. I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

      As I watched him walk back down the stairs, I thought about that day in Chinatown when we had first met. “What a dork” was my first impression. Yeah, so I was wrong about the guy.

      Later that night, I stood near the open double-casement window in my room, lost in a myriad of thoughts: the case, my family, my partner—more than enough to keep me up much longer than they already had.

      I let out a small yawn and reached out to close the window but stopped myself. Even though the night air was chilly and filled with enough drifting fog to obscure the view of the building across the lane, I wondered about the room’s other occupant.

      I left the window open and snuggled under the covers of my bed. I fell asleep with one last thought swimming in my head: Would the person I saw in my tree visit me? Again?

      I hoped so.
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      Adrijana’s idea gained traction immediately. Zoric wrote the detective’s name down, thanks to the media, and Adrijana was able to Google his address successfully.

      To figure out what they were up against and if there were something about Detective Kang that they could take advantage of, Zoric wanted to start surveillance right away. What type of residence did he live in? Did he live alone? This was Petrovic’s responsibility. In the meantime, Zoric and Adrijana would hit up a nearby army surplus store for some much-needed equipment.

      Forty minutes later, Petrovic exited the cab at the intersection of Hyde and Jackson, about a block north of the detective’s home address. He approached the address from across the street.

      Foot traffic at that time of night was minimal. There were a few people visiting the convenience store. A man walking his Chihuahua passed by, but he seemed too involved with his phone conversation to pay any attention to the other people on the street. Petrovic also noticed rail tracks running down the middle of Hyde Street but hadn’t seen any passing cable cars.

      When he reached the address, he found himself staring at a fairly average-looking Victorian duplex. It looked nothing like the fancy houses he saw farther up the street. According to the information Adrijana had fed him, Detective Kang lived at 1603-A—the door on the left with its lights off. He assumed the detective was still in Chinatown.

      To the left of the building was a concrete pad big enough to park a car. Toward the back was a wooden gate about eight feet high. Pressed up against the right side of the building was a carriage house. Either the neighbors weren’t home or they were fast asleep.

      Petrovic crossed over to inspect the driveway. He noticed oil stains on the white concrete where the detective parked his car and that the wooden gate was actually made up of two separate gates.

      Petrovic slipped around the first gate and passed two trash containers before cornering around the second. It led him to a small, shared backyard behind the building.

      Petrovic checked the back door of unit A and found it locked—not a major obstacle. He peered into the window just to the right of the door and saw a small laundry room. The window glass was thin against his knuckles when he rapped. His assessment thus far was that the building was accessible. The only question he hadn’t an answer for was whether the home had an alarm system. Petrovic had noticed a few homes with stickers in the windows touting Brinks Home Security.

      Satisfied with what he saw, Petrovic backtracked to the sidewalk out front and walked over to the convenience store, where he bought a pack of cigarettes. He lit one and took a seat at the bus stop near the intersection. From there he could keep an eye on the Victorian and not look out of place.

      No sooner had he sat than a car slowed and turned into the driveway next to the Victorian. Petrovic perked up as he watched a lanky Asian man in a dark suit exit the vehicle. Detective Kang. He watched him walk behind the gate with a bag in his hand and, soon after, he reappeared without it before heading toward the front door. A light lit up the front parlor window on the first floor, and Petrovic saw the detective pass by. After that, he didn’t see him again.

      Petrovic texted Zoric what he had discovered so far and told him he wanted to watch the home for a bit longer. Zoric replied that he and Adrijana had picked up some useful supplies.

      It was a little past midnight when Petrovic decided to call it a night. There was nothing more to see. But just as he stood, a news van for KTVU stopped outside the Victorian. A tall, thin Asian woman exited the vehicle. As she hurried up the stairs toward the door leading into 1603-A, Petrovic heard the driver call out, “I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning at nine.”

      The van caught the light at the intersection and came to a stop. The street was deserted. The convenience store stood dark and empty. Petrovic sprang into action.

      A white male with a bushy beard sat in the driver’s seat with the window rolled down. On-ear headphones hugged his head as he nodded rhythmically to a beat. The driver didn’t hear Petrovic’s approach. He never even looked his way, but the loud smack of bone against bone sounded like a gunshot to Petrovic in the quiet neighborhood.

      Within seconds, Petrovic was in the driver’s seat of the van, and lying across the passenger seat was the unconscious driver. Petrovic drove up the street to an area where the trees lining the sidewalk were dense, blocking out the streetlights. He parked the vehicle and moved the man to the rear of the van, where there was an array of electronic cables scattered. He picked one, wrapped it around the man’s neck, and pulled tight—holding it much longer than he really needed.

      It took Petrovic twenty minutes to find a dumpster where he could dispose of the body. On the way back to the hotel, he texted Zoric. “Good news. I have a new plan.”
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      “You idiot!” Adrijana’s voice ricocheted off the walls of the underground parking garage.

      Zoric grabbed her arm. “Keep your voice down.”

      “What the hell kind of plan is this?” she continued with a hushed tone through gritted teeth.

      The three of them stood next to the news van that Petrovic had driven back to the hotel. He had already fed them the details of how he’d ended up with it.

      “This is a great idea, but you’re too stupid to know any better,” Petrovic sneered.

      “Stupid?” Adrijana’s forehead crinkled as she pulled her head back into her neck. “We’re not here for one day, and you’ve killed someone and stolen their van. And not just any van—a news van. How soon before someone knows it’s missing?”

      “I told you, we have until nine o’clock tomorrow morning. That’s when he said he would pick up the girl.”

      “Adrijana, I know things are moving fast, but this is a good plan,” Zoric said. “Posing as a news team will give us access to the agent.”

      She couldn’t deny that. For the most part, she largely stayed out of Zoric and Petrovic’s criminal escapades and therefore didn’t see firsthand what they actually did for a living. “What do we know about being a news team?”

      “What’s to know? I’ll be the producer, Branko will be the cameraman, and you, my beautiful one,” Zoric said, cupping the side of her face gently, “you will be the reporter.”

      “I don’t know how to interview.”

      “You don’t have to. We just need to get access to her, someplace where we can be alone. That’s when we’ll kill her.”

      “And we’re supposed to just walk away?” Adrijana’s line of questioning continued.

      “Yeah,” Zoric smiled as he turned to Petrovic and slapped him on the back. The two men obviously thought the plan was foolproof. Being that Petrovic had pretty much committed them by killing the driver and stealing his van, she had no other choice but to go along.

      As the three of them walked back to the elevator, Zoric slipped an arm around Adrijana. “Tonight you watch the news, write down a few questions, see how a reporter acts. You’ll be fine.”

      “You said I wouldn’t have to interview her.”

      “It’s just in case.”

      They exited the elevator, and a short walk down the hall put them back into their room. Petrovic went for the corner, picking up a beer from the fridge along the way, and plopped down in the chair. Zoric turned on the TV and made himself comfortable on the bed. Adrijana lay next to him against the headboard. “Okay, say we get her alone and kill her. How do we satisfy the game?”

      “Ah, I already know the perfect movie: the last Dirty Harry film.” He looked at her. A smile formed. “It’s about celebrity killings. In the movie, Dirty Harry is one of the people on the list. In our version, it’s Dirty Kane.”
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      I squinted as I peered at the time on my phone: three a.m.

      No one had shaken me awake or called out my name. A loud disturbance outside hadn’t alerted my ears. The cool air that flooded the room hadn’t been the culprit. As far as I could recall, I had simply opened my eyes.

      I turned onto my side to place my phone back on the small nightstand only to realize my holstered weapon, the one I had left on the nightstand before turning in, had gone missing.

      I drew a sharp breath as a flurry of thoughts exploded in my head. Before I could make sense of any of them, a voice—a familiar one—interrupted my thought process. “Knock, knock. Who’s there?”

      My eyes darted to the area from which the voice had emanated. My breathing halted instinctively, and adrenaline-fueled blood tore throughout my body, shaking off any remaining remnants of sleep.

      I held my phone up, and the white glow from the screen penetrated the dark. My eyelids flapped open and shut as I sought the person behind the voice. I didn’t have to search for very long before a figure appeared from the depths of the darkness.

      Sei!

      She looked exactly as I remembered her, except now she wore a black jumpsuit that fit her physique like a glove. It appeared to be the same one that she had worn in the surveillance footage Park had given me. I guess she was responsible for that kill.

      “I expected a much more enthusiastic response,” she said dryly.

      “Sorry to disappoint.” The room fell dark again as the light from my phone shut off. I hit the menu button again, reinvigorating it. She had moved a bit closer in that span of time. The light popped against her porcelain skin while her hair blended into the darkness behind her. She wore heavy eyeliner, making her gaze darker. Deadlier. Her plump, pink lips were devoid of the hot-red lipstick she had worn in Bangkok.

      “Must you keep that annoying light on?”

      “I happen to like it.”

      “Suit yourself.” She grabbed one of the chairs and positioned it ten feet from the bed and took a seat. “It’s a crime that I infiltrated your”—she looked around the room—“defenses.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I purposely left the window open.” I sat up and slid my legs toward the side of the bed so I could better look at Sei—and to better position myself to react. Even though we were seemingly having a cordial conversation, I knew firsthand how dangerous she could be. The worst thing I could do was lower my guard. I tilted the light down for a better look around the nightstand.

      “Fear not. Your gun is in a safe place.”

      Bathroom? Cabinet? Outside on the fire escape?

      “Are you scared? Don’t be. If I had wanted to kill you, I could have easily about a million times by now.”

      “Well, then, if you’re not here to kill me, why did you show up?”

      Sei stood without answering me and took another look around the room, mainly the area around the nightstand.

      “I don’t see my teapot anywhere. I will be needing that back.”

      “Fear not. Your teapot is in a safe place,” I said, mimicking her. Kang had taken the pot during his second visit to the tong to see if he could grab prints off it. It had come up empty.

      “It would be in your best interest to return it to me.”

      “You managed to find it on your own the first time we took it.”

      Sei didn’t respond. I watched her casually stroll over to the window as if my presence posed no threat. I could see a seven-inch blade strapped to the outside of her left hip. That’s it? Just a knife? She also wore some sort of utility belt that had three small pouches positioned around her lower back. More weapons? A small black backpack held what I guessed was the rest of her assassin equipment.

      She placed her right foot on the windowsill and gracefully lifted herself up into a crouched position with no noticeable effort. I shimmied forward on the bed until the balls of my bare feet touched the linoleum floor.

      “Moving off that bed would be a grave mistake,” she said, her voice low and steady.

      I held my position even though it was clear that she was about to bolt from the building. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Hmmph. Yes, your question. I came here to warn you.” She placed her hands on either side of the window frame and repositioned her body so that she faced outward.

      “Warn me about what?” I straightened up, eager for her answer.

      She looked back at me. Her eyes disappeared as she tilted her head down slightly. Our stare down seemed to go on for an eternity. And then she leaped, disappearing into the gray—but not before uttering six words that punched me directly in the chest.

      “Your children are in danger. Hurry.”
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      After landing on the fire escape directly below the window, Sei maneuvered across a thin railing before leaping over to the fire escape of the adjacent building. From there, she slithered up a metal drainage pipe and pulled herself onto the roof, all in a matter of seconds. Thanks to the heavy fog blanketing the city that night, she knew Agent Kane would have lost sight of her at that point.

      She hurried across the flat rooftop, executing a dance of one-handed vaults over a maze of air ducts until she reached the edge of the roof and the end of the block. From there, she performed a series of two-handed drops along a couple of window ledges before shinnying across a horizontal pipe and finally dropping down into a small alley. She darted across Clay Street and into another alley. Hugging the brick wall, she moved through the quiet night until she reached a small metal doorway. A knocking sound followed by a squeak signaled that she had opened the door and entered the building.

      She stared down a dark, narrow hallway with a low ceiling. The cool air was damp and clung to her as she moved forward. Her footsteps were light and quick along the cement flooring, masking her presence. She slowed her advance and listened. Yet even with silence in her favor, a figure stepped into the hallway near the end and knowingly waited for her approach.

      The figure spoke first. “Is it done?”

      “Yes,” Sei replied. “Still, I don’t know why you asked me to do that. None of the players are aware of the family’s location.” Sei had gotten lucky that night at Kane’s house. She had overheard one of the agents mention the name of the B&B during a phone conversation. A few days later, she had ID’d Kane’s children and her mother-in-law at the location.

      “I am not paying you to question my orders, only to execute them.”

      Sei said nothing more.

      “The teams. What news do you have for me?”

      “There are only two active teams in town: Team Kitty Kat and Team Balkan. However, neither has attempted a move on the agent.”

      “What about the other teams?”

      “Unless they show up in the city, I can’t know if they have plans to continue with the game. I cannot be everywhere at the same time.”

      The mastermind had disabled most of the app’s functions with the change in the game dynamics to prevent the FBI from further using the game for its investigation.

      Until that point, the mastermind had allowed Kane to continue to access Chasing Chinatown out of sheer entertainment. It was added joy to see how things would play out with little fear that it would become a liability to the game. But with the change in the gameplay, it could pose problems. Unfortunately, disabling most of the app prevented the mastermind from tracking each team, short of messaging them for information. Sei’s job was to keep an eye on them. She was to do what the app had done so well and more.

      “I think it’s safe to say the other teams have forfeited,” Sei said.

      “What makes you say that?” the figure asked.

      “It’s winner take all. Timing is now an element to consider. If the other teams were serious contenders, they would already be here.”

      “What’s taking the two teams so long to strike?”

      “Probably her relocation to the tong. There’s only one entrance into that building. I know what you’re thinking, and those teams are not me. Secondly, there are five other agents living there with her, not to mention the others that show up during the day. Thirdly, the media encampment outside the building. Fourth, the increased SFPD foot patrols in Chinatown. Shall I continue?”

      “Your sarcasm has not gone undetected. I suggest you seriously work on controlling it.”

      Sei shifted her weight back to one leg. “Don’t think for one second that I am afraid of you.”

      “And don’t you think for one second that I cannot have you killed, even with all of the skills I have helped you to acquire.”

      A few moments of tense silence followed as the two stared at each other in the dark. Sei knew she could easily dispose of the mastermind, but that wasn’t what gave her pause. The repercussions that would follow captured that honor. She might be able to escape the city. She might be able to hide, but the inevitable would happen. The mastermind’s network of trusted mercenaries would come after her. And they wouldn’t stop, either, not until she was dead. A life spent looking over her shoulder wasn’t something she coveted.

      She swallowed her pride. “I think both teams are capable of figuring out a way to get to the agent,” Sei said. “It’s only a matter of time.”

      “What assurances can you give me?”

      “I can give no such thing,” Sei said, letting out a dismissive breath. Sei really had no interest in the outcome. She only cared about doing her job and collecting the remaining half of her fee.

      After dismissing Sei, the mastermind remained behind. Kane had made a move on the chessboard that the mastermind had not seen ahead of time, and it had proved to be problematic. However, there was one other play that could be made, one that could counter Kane’s latest antics—one that had already been decided on.

      The mastermind had a number of mercenaries who were extremely loyal beyond the money. At any moment, the mastermind could tap in to those killing machines. While Sei had been contracted to help with the operations of the game, the mastermind had put another assassin in place in the event things went south—an insurance policy.

      The mastermind had spent years developing the game. It brought pride, it brought joy, but most of all, it brought endless entertainment. But what the mastermind had never figured on encountering was a person like Abby Kane. How could someone single-handedly cause so much disruption? The game was supposed to be unbreakable and unstoppable. And yet the mastermind was about to do the unthinkable: discontinue the game. Because of her.

      The smartphone cast a white glow as the mastermind opened the Chasing Chinatown application. The animated dragon in the intro brought forth a smile, even though a final winner would never emerge. Returning to normal gameplay had been out of the question.

      The mastermind had considered going out with a bang, orchestrating some sort of fantastic killing brouhaha, but after much consideration, it simply wouldn’t suffice. No, there was really only one way to even the score. Kane had killed the mastermind’s baby. It was time to return the favor.

      
        
        Mastermind: Terminate the children.

        Agent Lin: Roger that.
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      A surge of emptiness filled my belly as I took a step back from the window. Sei’s last words played on a loop, causing my legs to give way. I collapsed onto my knees. My hand released its grip on the window frame and flopped to my side. Tears bubbled and crested, streaking my face. I gasped louder with each breath as my chest tightened. I was the target, not my children. They should be coming after me. Only me. Keep it together, Abby.

      I tried. I really did.

      But the reality of the situation had wrapped its arms around me and begun to squeeze. Guilt scrutinized my decision making. Fear battered my will. Images of Lucy and Ryan populated my head. Their smiling faces, the sounds of their laughter—I watched them fade, slowly disappear. With all I had done, with all the precautions taken, this was the punishment for failure. Every hurdle cleared only prompted another to appear.

      My children were in Napa Valley. I was in the city. I couldn’t magically teleport there. There was no genie offering me three wishes. But I could still try. I could dig out from under that mountain of hopelessness that was crushing me. I could get up off that floor, shed my last tear, shake off that empty feeling, and do what I do best.

      Never give up.

      Sei was gone. She had disappeared into the blanket of fog. All I had to work with was her message. It was clear yet confusing. Why turn on my family? Had the game changed again? Was I suddenly no longer the target? It made no sense. I was the thorn that had punched the holes in the mastermind’s game. I was the one he should have been angry with. Or was this simply some sort of sick twist to the game, a way to test my will and my ability to save my children? I shook my head. Finding the answer to all those questions didn’t matter. This was about saving my children. Could I get to them first?

      Sei’s message implied there was immediate danger, not something to come in the following days. If a hit had been ordered on them, the clock had just started. I had to move.

      “Knox! Copeland!” I called out as I hurried down the stairs. “Get up!”

      I quickly brought them up to speed on Sei’s visit and departing message.

      “Wait. Hold on,” Knox said. His eyes shifted back and forth between Copeland and me. “We’re not completely screwed here. There are two agents with your family, right? They can at least secure the place until we can get there.”

      I nodded.

      “Napa Police—we should alert them,” Copeland said.

      “There’s risk with that. I highly doubt they have the experience to handle a situation like this. We’ll use them another way. Have them set up roadblocks. Maybe we can catch Sei before she reaches the B&B.”

      “Abby, what was she wearing?” Copeland asked. “Tell me everything so I can brief NPD on who they’re looking for.”

      I thought briefly about what Knox had said. Could we really stop her from reaching the B&B? Was it even possible?

      “Abby?” Copeland’s voice sounded louder this time. “We don’t have time here.”

      As I scrolled through my address book for Castro’s number, it hit me. “It’s not Sei,” I said.

      “What do you mean it’s not her? You just told us⁠—”

      “She wants us to think it’s her, but it’s not.”

      Knox shook his head and let out a breath of frustration. “I’m not following you.”

      “The threat is already there.”

      “Wait, are you saying it’s the owners of the B&B? Because if you are⁠—”

      “It’s not them. It’s one of our own.”
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        * * *

      

      Castro sat on the edge of his bed in his dark room. He put his smartphone down, the light still visible on the screen. He had his orders, but things were moving fast. He’d barely had time to process what Kane had said; there was a hit on the kids, and Lin was the threat. The mastermind had infiltrated the FBI.

      Kane hadn’t had time to get into a lengthy explanation of how and why but asked that Castro not question her and get Po Po and the kids out of there. Time was of the essence. It was an hour’s drive from the city to the B&B in Napa Valley. It would make no difference if agents were dispatched from the Oakland office; they were no closer. He was on his own for at least an hour.

      From the second Castro had received the message, he had cycled through a number of scenarios, all of which were theoretically viable. But he could only choose one. And it had to be fast. And quiet. He thought through the option of demobilizing Lin, the one thing Kane had stressed that he not do. “He’s too dangerous.” Without knowing the full scope of the situation, Castro relinquished the thought.

      He grabbed his weapon and double-checked the magazine. He pocketed another just in case before holstering his weapon and picking up the keys to the black Suburban parked outside.

      He moved over to the door and placed his ear against it but heard nothing. Castro’s bedroom was located on the second floor of the three-story building. A total of four rooms were available. His floor housed three double rooms, while a family-sized room/apartment took up the entire third floor. That was where Ryan, Lucy, and Po Po were staying. The suite had a fairly large living area and two separate bedrooms, each with its own full bath. The Fultons lived in a bungalow behind the B&B.

      Castro exited his room and moved into the hallway. The entire building was constructed mostly of wood, including the flooring. Creaks were unavoidable. He walked slowly down the hall, his weapon held close against his thigh and out of view. Lin’s room was at the far end, past the staircase. He paused slightly, listening, before turning right and heading up the half-landing staircase.

      The stairs led directly to a decorative paneled door. Castro knew the door would be locked, and it didn’t matter, because when they first arrived at the B&B, part of his security requirement was that the Fultons provide him with a key to the suite.

      He removed the key ring from his pocket, inserted one of the brass keys into the five-pin cylinder of the deadbolt lock, and turned the key. The bolt slid out of the doorframe, emitting a clacking sound. With the knob turned, he pushed the door open. As usual, the fog had rolled in that night, masking most of the moonlight that would have shown through the windows of the suite, but his eyes had fully adjusted at that point. Castro slipped inside, stopping just short of shutting the door behind him. He had heard a faint but unmistakable sound. A floorboard had creaked on the second level. Lin!
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      “We need to be right on this, Abby,” Knox said. “Lin is an agent. Are you sure it’s him?”

      “Look, the Triads control the game. If they were able to get a guy on the inside, he most likely would be Chinese. They’re wary of outsiders. They like to deal with their own.”

      Yeah, I racially profiled, but with good reason. Lin had never given me any indication in the past that he was bad. He seemed courteous, professional at all times, and by all accounts, he seemed to be a nice guy. But if what my gut told me were true, then that would have made perfect sense. The most dangerous enemy is the one that is never considered.

      We quickly geared up with bulletproof vests and extra magazines for our handguns. I had found my weapon on the counter near the bathroom. Copeland grabbed the two assault rifles we kept on the premises, and we exited the tong.

      “It normally takes an hour to get up to Napa, but I’ll do my best to get us there in forty-five minutes,” Knox promised as we headed toward our vehicle.

      I wasn’t able to put a call into Kang until we were already packed into the SUV and heading out of the city. We were moving as fast as we could.

      “Lin? Sheesh. I’m on my way, Abby. Do you want me to alert Napa Police?”

      “Copeland is already on it. We’re having them set up checkpoints a half mile away from the B&B.”

      “Good idea. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

      My next call went to Reilly to keep him abreast of the latest developments and to see if there were agents we could tap into who might be closer than we were.

      “I’m unaware of any agents that live in the Napa Valley locale,” he said. “Agent House is in Oakland, but I would guess the distance is about the same. I’ll still ask her and a few other agents to assist. Abby, I’m sorry this is happening.”

      I appreciated Reilly’s concern, but a part of me resented him at the same time. I should have been there with my family. I knew what had happened wasn’t his fault, but it angered me. I felt helpless. What kind of mother works a job that puts her family in harm’s way? Apparently me.

      But let’s be honest here: I hadn’t been thinking about children when I decided on this career path. Kids just weren’t part of the equation. I doubted I even would have considered it had I known I would be raising them by myself. But I fell in love with a man who already had two children. At the time I thought, We can do this. We’re a team. But six months later when he was murdered, that partnership ended, and suddenly I was a single mother with an unforgiving job. That was the hand I had been dealt, and all I could do was deal with it the best I could. Don’t get me wrong; it wasn’t easy. In the beginning, there were days I wanted to give up and walk away. But I didn’t. It’s easier now, but those thoughts still creep back into my head every now and then. I try to remember that every day forward is an opportunity to be better as a mother. Every parent is learning, not just me. At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      From the time we left the tong until we arrived at the B&B, I had been in contact with my mother-in-law via text message. Before I alerted Castro about the threat, I had called her and given her specific instructions. “Do not open the door for Agent Lin.”

      “Abby, I don’t understand. What’s happening?”

      “He can’t be trusted. Just get over to the kids’ room and lock the door. Keep them quiet. Don’t wake them if possible. Wait for Agent Castro. I’m on my way now.”

      I told Po Po only what she needed to know, not wanting to scare her any more than I already had. Fortunately, the kids were still sound asleep, oblivious to the danger just outside their bedroom door. After that call, she kept me updated with text messages.

      The Fultons’ B&B was located about a half mile south from where Highway 12 intersected with Highway 29. NPD had already set up two checkpoints but hadn’t much to report. What little traffic passed through were locals the officers personally knew.

      Behind us, a slew of news vans followed. Walking out of the tong wearing bulletproof vests and carrying rifles had been a huge tell that something was up. Surely they were salivating at what appeared to be a new development in the Chasing Chinatown story.

      We were traveling east on Highway 12 and about ten minutes away from the B&B. Even though it was early morning and the roads were mostly empty, Knox had done a great job at shaving even more time off the drive. Still, it felt as though the vehicle couldn’t move fast enough. I was a restless mess buckled in the front seat.

      “You sure you’re up for this?” Knox asked, keeping his eyes focused on the road ahead. “We can enter the building first.”

      I knew what Knox was implying. I didn’t even want to think about it. We were talking about my family. There was no way I was sitting this one out, regardless of what might be waiting for us.

      “I’m going in first,” I said as we approached Highway 29.
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      All at once, Castro’s skin buzzed to life. The neurons in his brain fired as he worked to weigh his next move. There was only one reason Lin would be awake at this hour. Kane had been right.

      Castro checked his watch. Eight minutes had passed since his last contact with her, and a mere thirty seconds were all that separated him from Lin. He thought about the few minutes he’d spent in his room, desperately trying to make sense of what Kane had conveyed. Lin is an assassin? What’s he doing working for the FBI? So many questions and no time for answers. If he had spent another thirty seconds contemplating what he had been asked to do, essentially to turn his back on a fellow agent, Lin would be in this room and not him.

      First things first: secure the room. Initially he’d planned to move the family out of the B&B and drive away—an obvious no-go with Lin on the move. Castro had already flipped the deadbolt on the door, the first line of defense. He thought of rearranging the furniture in front of the door but passed on the idea—too loud and not very effective.

      Rather than face Lin, Castro started to look for another way out of the building. As he hurried over to one of the large windows to see if it were possible to climb out and make it to the ground, common sense reared its head. I have an elderly woman and two young children. What the hell am I thinking?

      Castro had come to grips with what had fast become a reality: The door was the only way out of the suite. That would undoubtedly put him on a collision course with Lin. His only real option would be to secure the family as best he could and wait for backup to arrive. It was doable, except for one small hiccup: Castro had never counted on Lin having a key to the room.

      He could hear the mechanism of the lock cylinder turning. He could hear the latch receding out of the doorframe. He could hear the click of the door opening. There wasn’t any time to think, only to act.

      Castro moved toward the backside of the opening door. Lin would have to open the door all the way and move into the room in order to spot him. By then, Castro would have had numerous opportunities to pull the trigger if it came to that.

      But what if Kane was wrong?

      The thought weighed on Castro like two monster-sized anvils. This was an FBI agent, someone who, like him, had taken an oath to uphold the law, to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Were there ever any bad agents in the FBI’s history? Sure. But Kane had fingered Kip Lin. He might have been new to the service—a rookie, really—but Castro had known Lin for three months before he had received the assignment to secure Kane’s family, and he felt like he had gotten to know the guy.

      On top of that, Castro had been in the service for a good fifteen years. He liked to think that, over those years, he’d developed a sixth sense when it came to vetting people. Could he have gotten it wrong? Or had Kane? Suggesting that Lin was a bad egg without any solid evidence was alarming. It’s not something that an agent readily accepts. An agent has to trust his partner with his life—and up until then, Castro had seen no reason not to trust Lin.

      Still, Castro granted Kane the benefit of the doubt. She was an outstanding agent and, as far as he knew, about as straight as they came. But that’s not what had him drawing a gun on another agent. It was her phone call, something about her voice, the way it quivered and how it cracked on some of her words. It was uncharacteristic of Agent Kane. It was fear.
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      Castro waited with his Glock aimed at the door, his finger resting inside the trigger guard. He had already decided that, if Lin entered the room with his weapon drawn, he would order him to drop it first. One warning. One opportunity.

      The door swung all the way open. Castro didn’t dare move to give away his location. He stood off to the side of a small sofa with his knees slightly bent, his arms straight out in front, and his weapon trained on the doorway.

      He waited for what seemed an abnormally long time for Lin to enter the room. It had Castro wondering if Lin knew he was waiting just behind the door. But how could he? Castro slept light and kept the ringer volume on his cell on low, so no way Lin had heard it ring. Castro had also been careful about his movements throughout the building. Surely the two creaks in the floorboards his footsteps had caused hadn’t been enough to penetrate Lin’s door.

      Castro thought briefly about calling out to Lin but nixed that idea. Instead, he took a step to the right and paused. He continued this action until he could clearly see outside the door. He saw nothing.

      As he took a step forward, he felt a sharp pain in his chest near his right shoulder. Seconds later, the same agonizing pain exploded in his right biceps, crippling his arm and leaving just his left hand to hold his gun. He moved to raise his right arm but couldn’t. The pain stifled him, and he knew why. Protruding from his arm was the handle of a small knife.

      He was being attacked.

      Like lighting, two more knives struck him, one in his left thigh and one in his left arm. A soft groan left his lips. He lost the grip on his weapon, and it fell to the wooden floor, clacking away from him. Castro’s left leg buckled from the pain, but he prevented himself from falling completely. He rested on one knee with his other leg straight out, only to see Lin charging at him. Castro had no defense.

      Castro lay on his back as his partner, the man he had called a friend, straddled him. He felt the cool metal of a blade pressed against his neck.

      “Don’t make a sound,” Lin whispered, his breath hot against Castro’s cheek. His eyes were dark, but their intensity shined brightly.

      Castro could not bite his tongue. “Why?”

      A grin widened on Lin’s face. “Why? Don’t take it personally. This is business. I’m being paid to do a job. That’s all.”

      “Paid? Who’s paying you? They’re just children. Have you no conscience?”

      “My employer is of no concern. Of course, the mother-in-law is safe. She’s not part of the contract. Nor were you, Marty. You should have stayed in your room. I imagine a convoy of black SUVs is racing toward the B&B right about now. Yes, I realize Agent Kane has been tipped off, though I have no idea how she figured out that I was the threat. Did she tell you? That’s why you’re up here, right? Kane contacted you.”

      “She didn’t get into the details.”

      “You know, it’s part of the plan—that Agent Kane arrives here just in time to discover that she’s too late to save her kids. Sick, yeah, I know, but I don’t ask questions. I’m just here to collect a paycheck.”

      Lin pressed the knife into Castro’s neck and pulled away, easily slicing through his vocal chords and severing his jugular. Lin pressed his palm tightly against Castro’s mouth until the man stopped moving beneath him. He then ran both sides of the blade over Castro’s shirt before standing.

      I wonder which room the kids are in. I’d hate to accidentally walk into Po Po’s room and have to kill the old woman.

      Lin took a step forward toward the bedroom door behind Castro, thinking he would have guarded the door the kids were behind. He had only taken one step before a noise alerted him.

      Lin spun around, arm cocked back and ready to release the knife, but stopped short of throwing it. “You?”
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      Lin spoke in a hushed yet direct tone. “Don’t tell me the plan has changed, because clearly…” He waved a hand at Castro’s lifeless body.

      Sei stepped out from the doorway. Her arms hung relaxed at her sides, and her facial features were neutral. There was nothing threatening about her approach, and there wasn’t any reason for Lin to be worried anyhow. He had met Sei in Shanghai just before he’d set off for training at Quantico.

      Lin was a different type of assassin from Sei; he was manufactured. The mastermind had recruited a young mercenary with raw talent and a whole lot of promise and then groomed him into an intelligent, highly trained killing machine.

      In exchange for this, Lin had but one duty to fulfill for the mastermind: join the ranks of the FBI and remain there until the Chasing Chinatown game had completed its run. If he were utilized for tasks during that time, he would be adequately compensated.

      Upon the completion of the game, their arrangement would end, and he would no longer be in the mastermind’s employ. He would be free to remain at the FBI or leave. Lin thought it was easy money and a trade-off that favored him. Achieving FBI status would give him unprecedented access that many people around the world would pay him handsomely for. He hadn’t thought his services would ever come into play. But they had.

      He lowered his arm while his brow did a terrible job of masking his confusion. Why is she even here? He didn’t report to her, and he had clearly understood his orders from the mastermind. He even thought that maybe he had gotten it wrong but quickly ditched that notion, as he had never gotten an assignment wrong. Unless… “Just to be clear here, this is my contract, my payday.”

      “This isn’t about money. The job has been canceled,” Sei said calmly.

      “Protocol states that only the boss can cancel a hit. Why was I not contacted directly?”

      Lin glanced at his watch and then snapped his fingers three times. “Time’s running out. I need to finish the job.” He turned around and headed toward the bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      NPD had set up the checkpoint where Highway 29 and Highway 12 intersected. That’s where we cut our ties to the media caravan following us and ordered them to wait at the checkpoint until further notice. The captain in charge radioed his men at the other checkpoint and gave them the go-ahead to move in.

      A trail of blue and red lights lit up the highway as we sped toward the B&B. A few minutes later, Knox hooked the steering wheel to the left, and the SUV made a sharp turn onto a dirt road leading into the property. I could barely make out the building as we approached. During the day, I imagined it would be partly visible through a couple of trees, but the fog that night had masked it fairly well.

      House had called to say that she and another agent were about ten minutes out. I told her we were at the B&B and would move to enter the building immediately. I didn’t want to wait. I couldn’t.

      There were six agents in total and about a dozen officers from NPD, more than enough manpower. NPD would work to set up a perimeter and secure the property to prevent anybody from slipping away while we breached the building.

      I texted Po Po to let her know we were there and asked if she heard voices outside the door. She said no but couldn’t be sure.

      That fact that she still texted me was good news, though we were heading in with the idea that Lin was still in the house. If he wasn’t, Castro would have reached Po Po and the children and gotten them out. Instead, Castro had gone silent and stopped communicating. Something had gone wrong.

      A few of NPD’s vehicles were equipped with battering rams. We stacked up behind Copeland, and he splintered the front door of the B&B. One by one, we filed into the foyer and fanned out.

      I knew the kids and Po Po were on the top floor and both Lin and Castro were on the second. Knox ordered a couple of agents to clear the second floor while the rest of us headed up the stairs.

      We stacked up behind Copeland on the landing at the top of the staircase. From down below, we could hear still hear voices calling out, “Clear.” Copeland gave a whispered count to three before throwing the ram into the door and destroying it. I went in first.

      Upon entry, I noticed two motionless bodies on the carpet. With my weapon trained on them, I called out, “Po Po!” and headed toward the room I knew they should be in.

      Knox moved toward securing the other bedroom. Copeland made a beeline for the two bodies to assess if they were still a threat.

      I knocked on the door. “It’s me. Open up.”

      A few seconds later, the lock clicked, and the door opened.
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      I let out a breath of relief when I counted three familiar faces in the room. Lucy wasted no time running toward me and jumping into my arms. Holding her, I gave Ryan and Po Po a healthy dose of hugs and kisses.

      “Mommy, what’s happening?” Lucy asked. “Why do we have to leave? Its still nighttime.”

      From the sound of Lucy’s voice, I could tell that she wasn’t aware of what had happened. “I know, sweetie, but we have to move again.”

      “Are we going home now?”

      “No, not just yet.”

      I pulled Ryan back against my side. “How are you?” I asked, unsure of what he knew. I assumed he had an idea because even I could see the police cruisers with their flashing lights through the windows.

      Knox spoke through the door. “Everything okay in there?”

      “We’re fine,” I answered.

      “The situation is covered out here, literally.”

      I assumed Knox meant he had gone ahead and covered the bodies, knowing I still had to get the kids out of the building. I already had a good guess that the bodies belonged to Castro and Lin. I had recognized their body shapes. Had I been wrong about Lin? Was there someone else?

      I spent the next few minutes enjoying my family before having to do the inevitable. The B&B was a crime scene, and I needed to remove them from it.

      The lights in the living room were still off, and Knox and Copeland helped escort us down a path that wouldn’t have Ryan or Po Po stepping over a body. I had Lucy in my arms and shielded her eyes. I don’t think she had any idea of what we were walking past.

      Ryan, on the other hand, probably knew what lay under those sheets. From the moment Castro and Lin had moved into our house, he’d understood the situation. He never once had let on that he was bothered by any of this, but I couldn’t know for sure. Still, I felt guilty. I should look into counseling for the family.

      Once outside, Knox and Copeland walked us over to the SUV we had arrived in. We bumped into House on the way.

      “Abby, thank God everyone is okay.”

      “We’re all good,” I said as I ushered the kids and Po Po into the backseat of the vehicle, locking the door behind me.

      House knew Lin had been fingered as a possible threat but hadn’t had a chance to enter the B&B. I gave her the lowdown of what I had seen on the third floor, but I couldn’t yet speak for the other floors, other than saying they appeared to be empty.

      “Castro? Lin? Both dead?”

      “I couldn’t see their faces, but I’m pretty sure it’s them up there.”

      She shook her head. “This makes no sense. That means there was a third person.”

      I nodded. I called two officers over to the vehicle and asked them to watch over my family while House and I went back inside for more answers.

      The lights in the suite were on, and Knox and Copeland were standing near the bodies, talking softly amongst themselves. They had pulled the sheets back, and House and I could clearly see that it was Castro and Lin lying on the floor.

      Before I could say anything, Knox spoke, his voice solemn and matching his body posture. “From what we can tell, Castro has three blades of some kind sticking out of him. Throwing knives are my guess. They were probably used from a distance to immobilize him but not enough to kill him. His neck is severed. Pretty sure that’s what did him in.”

      House and I moved in closer. I bent down and looked at Lin. I didn’t need a play-by-play from Knox. I could see a knife handle sticking out from one side of his neck, the tip protruding from the other side. I leaned in for a better view before looking up. “I think I know who the third person is.”
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      Earlier in the night, when I had filled in Knox and the others about Sei’s visit, I left out a few details. “The knife in Lin’s neck looks a lot like the knife she had hanging from her hip. At least, the size is dead on.”

      “This is getting stranger by the minute,” Knox said, running his hand across his face. “We have an assassin who warns you about your children being in danger and then shows up and kills Lin… Heck, she might have killed both of them for all we know.”

      “Well, maybe she was here to kill the kids, but Lin and Castro intercepted her.” House looked at me, her eyes widely suggestive. “You said you warned Castro, right? Well, maybe the two were up here to protect the kids when they were attacked.”

      “Why not finish the job?” Copeland jumped in. “No offense here, Abby, but it wouldn’t take much to get it done.”

      House crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe the sound of the sirens approaching scared her off.”

      Knox chewed on his lip and started shaking his head. “Doesn’t make sense. A trained assassin would have finished the job. And I agree with Copeland: She had time.”

      I listened to the possible scenarios that my fellow agents were tossing out. All of them had some sort of plausibility. Pegging Lin as the threat was a gut instinct; I could have been wrong. Maybe Sei warned me as a challenge. Could she get here before I did? I also found the situation confusing. “He’s wearing gloves.” I motioned at Lin with my head. “What agent do you know that wears gloves while on duty?”

      Heads nodded in agreement.

      “I think Castro got up here first, and then Lin surprised him.” I walked over to the doorway. “Castro is standing over where his body is. Maybe he’s walking toward the room where the children are when Lin enters the suite. Castro turns around, sees him, and draws his weapon—but not before Lin hits him with the knives.” I pretended to throw knives. “Stunned, Lin moves in”—I walked over to the body—“and finishes the job.”

      “But this is all still based on the theory that Lin worked for the mastermind,” Knox countered.

      I bent down near Lin and pointed at one of his gloved hands. “I’m betting that’s Castro’s blood.”

      “There might be prints on that knife sticking out of Lin’s neck. Tying it to Sei is still questionable, though,” House added.

      “So Lin finishes Castro, but before he can make a move on the kids, Sei shows up and kills him?” Knox asked.

      “I know what you’re thinking. ‘Why?’” I stood up and rested my hands on my hips. “I can’t say exactly why, but it might just be that the game is unraveling. I mean, it really has been ever since we started investigating. Changing the game to target me is a prime example. Add that the local management for the game had been targeted and removed, well, it’s not the same game we first discovered.”

      “It certainly sounds like a lot of damage has been done,” Copeland agreed.

      “Still, that doesn’t quite answer why Sei killed Lin,” I said.

      “It might be as simple as a squabble between two assassins, you know, fighting over a contract or something,” House suggested.

      Kang appeared right then. “I talked to Po Po and the kids before coming up. I’m really sorry this happened,” he said, giving my arm a friendly squeeze.

      I quickly brought him up to speed on what we had just been discussing. He took it all in without saying a word and glanced over the bodies before kneeling near Castro. He studied one of the blades sticking out of his thigh.

      “I’ve seen a couple of shops in Chinatown selling those types of knives,” I said.

      “Yeah, these are common throwing knives, mostly sold for show. But these knives were not bought in Chinatown.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      “You see this?” He pointed at an engraving on the handle. “There was another character painted on the teapot we found in the tong. This one.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Kang stood up and let out a loud breath. We all stared at him, waiting for an answer.

      “Well, I doubt any of you will believe me. Even I didn’t believe it at first and had to triple check my research, but this character roughly translates into something known as Vagabond Kung Fu.”

      We all had the same look on our faces: blank.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s a matter of believability,” I finally said, “but more that we’ve never heard of it.”

      “Most people haven’t because its whole existence is rooted in folklore. It might just be an overzealous assassin paying homage to a myth.”

      “Well, either way, you said the same character was on the teapot, right?”

      “Yup, and that’s where it gets tricky. It’s clear that Sei is the mystery person who lived on the top floor of the tong. That means the teapot most likely belonged to her. If these throwing knives were used by Agent Lin, that’s two separate people owning items with that character mark. That’s not coincidence.”

      “So you’re saying they’re from the same school of assassins?” Knox asked with a slight smirk.

      Kang turned toward him. “That would make sense. As the story goes, Vagabond Kung Fu is a form of martial arts practiced by beggars or nomads that made their living from street performances that often involved acrobatics and rudimentary magic.”

      “Sort of like the Gypsies of Europe,” Knox suggested.

      “Yeah. These bands of wanderers were often victims of crime or were busy committing them. Either way, it’s the reason why they developed this style of kung fu. It’s a melding of the most deadly of Northern and Southern techniques. These beggars were often recruited as mercenaries because of those very skills.”

      “Acrobats? Magic? Sounds like ninjas,” Copeland chuckled.

      “Like I said, it’s supposedly just folklore. Many believe that the shinobi or ‘ninjas’”—Kang used air quotes to emphasize the word—“got their inspiration from Vagabond Kung Fu. Now, I’m not suggesting they didn’t exist; they definitely did. There’s documentation of clans existing as early as the Eastern Dynasty.”

      “So what are you saying? This knowledge was passed on through the years?”

      Kang nodded. “Pretty much. It also developed further into what was considered the Black Arts, fanciful stuff like casting spells and witchcraft.”

      “Sounds like Harry Potter bullshit,” Knox interrupted.

      “But it also included skills ranging from simple pickpocketing to assassination,” Kang continued. “That’s the area where it continued to thrive as far as I understand it.”

      “So Lin and this Sei girl were tied together through this Vagabond Kung Fu?”

      “Like a secret society,” I said. “Maybe the mastermind is also one of these practitioners. It also helps to connect the dots between the game and the Triads. Maybe within the Triads, these secret mercenaries exist.”

      “Wouldn’t you have heard about it with all the time you spent in Hong Kong?” House asked.

      “You’d think, but I didn’t.” I looked at Kang. “What do you think?”

      “It’s easy to keep something hidden when it’s widely considered to be nothing more than good, old-fashioned storytelling, especially within the Triads. From the Chinese point of view, they’re compared to the Illuminati.”

      Knox rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know, guys. Ninjas, secret societies, mythological kung fu: this is a bit too much. Do we really think this stuff matters, even if there is some truth to it?”

      “If it helps to answer the ‘why,’ then yes, it could help,” Kang said.

      “So those two are part of the same secret group of assassins. Phhfftt… How does that help us put an end to the mastermind and get this bounty off Abby’s head?”

      Good question.
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      “Drago!” Petrovic flung a pillow at the sleeping man’s head, hitting him square. “Wake up!”

      Zoric lifted his head off the pillow slightly. His eyes were crusted over, only one able to break the seal. Adrijana lay next to him completely under the covers and motionless, obviously still asleep.

      “What time is it?” Zoric asked as he looked around.

      “Look at what’s on the TV!” Petrovic pointed at the flat-screen that had CNN showing.

      Zoric rubbed his eyes and propped himself up on an elbow for a better look. A reporter was covering the double murder at a B&B in Napa Valley.

      “Two FBI agents are dead. Apparently, that is where they were hiding our target’s family. We’re fucked, I tell you. No way we can get near her now.”

      “Shut up!” Zoric ordered as he scooted forward to the foot of the bed and listened to the reporter recap the events of the night.

      “Another team struck while we were here sleeping like we’re on some fucking holiday. We completely screwed up. I knew⁠—”

      “Shut up!” Zoric said again more intently as he leaned in, taking in the situation unfolding on the newscast.

      By then, Adrijana had awakened and sat next to Zoric, watching with great interest. The live report had switched to Agent Kane making a statement earlier in the morning. A reporter had asked if the murders were the mastermind’s doing. The three of them were surprised when they heard her answer.

      “We have evidence to believe that Agent Lin worked for the mastermind. We alerted Agent Castro of the threat, but by the time we arrived, both agents were found dead. Agent Castro prevented Agent Lin from harming my family, but unfortunately, he succumbed to injuries sustained during that confrontation.”

      “Another team tried to get to the agent through her kids,” Petrovic said.

      Zoric wiped his hand across his mouth. “I don’t think that was another team. The only way to get to Agent Kane through her kids is to kidnap them. What then? Ask for a ransom? Lure her into a trap? It’s a stupid move. It would have never worked.”

      “So then why was this agent sent to attack her family?” Adrijana asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think somehow the mastermind is behind this move.”

      “You think the game is changing again?” Petrovic’s voice rose, a barometer for his agitation. He threw both arms up before kicking the ottoman over.

      “I think the sooner we make our move, the better,” Zoric said.

      “Now what?” Adrijana asked. “Security will be tight around that place. Surely they will know we’re not real journalists.”

      Zoric clasped his thighs with his hands and kneaded the flesh a bit. “That’s why we must wait for her at the tong. It’ll be easy to blend in with the others. Eventually they’ll come back, and that’s when we’ll strike.”
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      House and three other agents that I knew well took over duties to secure my family and move them back to our home. The premises had already been secured by Knox to the point that a presidential visit was viable. Reilly also ordered checkpoints to be established at either end of my street. Only residents would be allowed entry. I had complete confidence in House’s ability to keep my family out of harm’s way.

      By the time we had left the B&B, it was nearly nine in the morning. We were heading back to the tong to determine our next steps. Interviewing Ethel would be a priority since we still hadn’t had any solid leads regarding Charles Yee’s whereabouts. Lots of calls from the public, but nothing had panned out. Even Kang’s efforts to reach Yee via phone weren’t helping—endless ringing, no voicemail. I wanted to push Ethel harder for her cooperation. She needed to understand the seriousness of the situation and that finding Yee had become the bureau’s top priority. So far, he was most likely to be the mastermind or at least someone who could put us a step closer to him. Reilly had already dispatched two agents to bring her in for further questioning.

      I rode back into the city with Kang. Knox and Copeland followed us in their SUV. “Look, Kyle, I know you think we’re overreacting, but it’s important that we have a heart-to-heart conversation with Ethel. Right now, she’s our best bet at identifying Yee, even if it’s only to provide a sketch artist with a description. We need to be circulating his picture.”

      “No, you’re right. He’s our number one suspect in this case, even if he is her friend. I know Ethel; she’ll cooperate.”

      The deaths of Castro and Lin wouldn’t have any effect on the tong serving as our command post and living quarters. It was business as usual and another opportunity for Sei to pay me a visit. At least, that was my hope.

      I had a lot of questions and not a whole lot of answers. The pieces just didn’t fit right. The question that got batted around in my head the most was why Sei had showed up at the tong to warn me about my children. It’s not like she was an informant I had developed. We barely knew each other. Plus, she was a killer, and there was a big paycheck on my head. Let’s not forget that very important detail.

      As a whole, we were still undecided on whether she killed only Lin or both of them. CSI’s investigation would hopefully shed some light on that. Either way, I wanted another conversation with her. Only this time, I wanted to make sure she couldn’t leave.

      Driving over the Golden Gate Bridge, my eyes wandered off toward the mouth of the bay and into the blue Pacific Ocean. The water was choppy and dotted with white peaks. A large container ship slowly made its way toward the bridge, escorted by four tugboats. Most of the morning fog had burned off, and the sun was beaming down. It was a beautiful sight.

      “Never gets old, does it?” Kang said.

      I blinked at him.

      “The view,” he added helpfully.

      I nodded slowly, still lost in my thoughts. I was heading back to the tong when I should have been heading home with my family. The mother in me screamed at my selfishness. However, the agent in me countered. My family and I would never be safe until we caught the mastermind. Working the case instead of staying with them was a necessary but unpopular decision.

      When we turned onto Waverly Place, Kang promptly drove up onto the sidewalk and parked right outside the tong. The area had unofficially been designated as our parking spot. A few news vans were still camped out along the street, though most had followed us to Napa. I expected they’d all eventually make their way back to Chinatown or split duties between both locations. The double murder at the B&B had become the hot story.

      Before we could enter the tong, a woman and two men approached us. She spoke with a European accent. “Excuse me, Agent Kane. Could you spare fifteen minutes for an interview?”

      “Sure. Who are you guys with?” I asked as I looked toward the two news vans.

      “Oh, we’re with a small news service in Serbia. We are here to cover the investigation.”

      “Serbia?”

      “Our government doesn’t want CNN to be the only source of world news. Our van is that one at the far end of the street.” She pointed. “We can conduct the interview inside.”

      “Nah.” I needed to freshen up first. “Follow me. There’s a small office on the second floor that I’ve been using as a media room.”

      I held the door open for the trio. “Come on. I don’t have all day.” Everyone else had already headed inside except for Kang, who paced the sidewalk a few feet away. He was talking on his cell and motioned for me to go ahead without him.

      I led the news crew up to the media room on the second floor and told them to make themselves comfortable and that I would be back in a few minutes. I then went up to my floor to splash some water on my face. Knox and Copeland were already up there looking at the boards. While their assignment was my security, they had obviously taken an interest in the investigation and were working it alongside me. I didn’t mind. I needed the help. “I’ll bang out this interview quickly and join you guys when I’m done.”

      I returned to the second floor. The meeting room I had been utilizing was small, maybe twelve feet by twelve feet. It was furnished with a small, round table and four chairs with an old wooden credenza against the wall. It was windowless and probably not the most comfortable place in the building, but it served my purpose; I didn’t want the interviews to be longer than needed.

      As I walked toward the room, I could see the woman sitting at the table, smiling at me. The taller, skinnier man operating the camera stood off to the side, but the other male, the shorter, bulkier one, remained hidden from my view. “Sorry about the wait,” I called out before entering the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to be at the B&B covering the double murder?” Kang asked into his cell phone.

      “No, another crew got that assignment. I’m stuck in Chinatown,” Suzi said, her tone clearly indicating that she had a pout on her face.

      “Hey, it’s not that bad. I’m here. We can grab lunch together.”

      “I guess.” Her voice warmed slightly. “What’s happening there now?”

      “Nothing really. We just got back. Abby’s giving an interview to a news crew, and I’m not sure what the other agents are doing.”

      “Which news channel?”

      “They’re foreigners. I think they said they were from Serbia. I guess this case is bigger than I thought.”

      “Why aren’t they at the B&B? That’s where the story is.”

      “Not sure. Maybe they were for a little bit. So what time do you think you’ll get here?”

      “I don’t know. Gary should have picked me up about an hour ago, but he’s late and not answering his phone. I swear, he’ll be the reason I get fired. He’s always late. I don’t know how he even got this job. He’s not even that great with the camera, always catching me when my guard is down and not looking my best. I have an image to uphold, you know? I…”

      As Suzi went on and on about Gary, Kang dropped the phone down to his side, her yakking still ringing out loud and clear as if the phone were on speaker. He didn’t know if a fresh pot of coffee had been brewed upstairs and decided to grab a cup from the restaurant on the corner. Just before he reached the entrance, he passed a news van. Painted in bold lettering on the side was KTVU Channel 2.

      Recognizing the station, he put the phone back up to his ear. “Hey, Suzi. …Suzi!”

      “Why are you interrupting me?”

      “You said Gary was supposed to pick you up a while ago, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I’m standing next to a KTVU news van right now. I’m pretty sure it’s the same beat-up van that he drives you around in.”

      “What? Are you sure? Wait, look inside the window. Do you see little rubber Smurfs sitting on the dashboard?”

      Kang stepped closer to the passenger’s side door and peered inside.

      Crap! Abby!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Kang pocketed his phone and drew his weapon in one fluid movement before racing toward the front entrance of the tong. How could I have let this happen? Why didn’t I check their news credentials? The team entrusted to keep Kane safe had gotten sloppy, and Kang worried they were in danger of paying the price.

      It didn’t take much more for Kang to piece together that the journalists were impostors. The only piece of the puzzle left was whether Kane was still alive.

      Up the first flight of stairs he bounded, his heart pumping out a resounding bass line in his chest. With his weapon out front, he pivoted on the small landing between the first and second floor. From there, he kept his steps light and his movement minimal. He didn’t know if he was walking into an ambush. He couldn’t save Kane if he was injured, or worse, dead.

      The tong was quiet, and he wasn’t sure whether that was good news or bad news. He hoped it wasn’t the latter. Where are Knox and Copeland? Maybe they’re with Abby? Thinking that there might not have been an opportunity yet for the team to strike was a positive thought that Kang steadily clung to.

      He stopped short of the last step to the second floor. The stairs led to an open space—the recreation room. Kang knew Kane had been using one of the offices to conduct her interviews. He peeked around the corner, his gun leading the way. The rec room was empty. After a few steps to the right, he could see that the kitchen was empty too. The larger of the two offices was to the left. The door was open, but the smaller one, farther past the kitchen, had its door closed.

      Kang knew it was tight quarters in there. Busting down the door wasn’t a smart move. Think, dammit! Think! He thought about rallying the other agents, but his gut told him if he didn’t act now, it would be too late. Plus, he didn’t know where they were. A slew of options entered his brain, each no better than the other. Pick one, Kyle. You don’t have all day. He did and hoped he had chosen wisely.

      “Abby,” he called out. He stood about fifteen feet from the door. “There’s another news team that wants to conduct an interview. Shall I bring them up?” Maybe if the team knew someone was outside the door but not a threat, they would answer, or better yet, she would answer.

      Silence.

      “Abby?” He tried once more. The seal of the door cracked, and Kang quickly holstered his weapon and put a smile on his face. The shorter of the two males slipped out through a narrow opening, but Kang wasn’t able to see inside the room from where he stood before the door was closed.

      The man wore gray slacks and a blue sweater and walked toward Kang with his right hand extended. A smile lit up his round face. “I’m Marko, the producer,” he said, his voice lowered. His ice-blue eyes bore into Kang, never straying. “Abby is on camera now. We should finish in ten minutes. I’ll notify you when we’re done, okay?”

      Kang played along and shook Marko’s hand graciously. His hands were rough. Odd for an office worker type of job, he thought. He had a good foot of height on the barrel-chested man. As Marko’s grip loosened, Kang made his move.

      He latched onto the producer’s hand and yanked. At the same instant, Kang’s left hand shot up and connected with the man’s thick neck. Instantly, Marko gasped and choked. He struggled to regain his breath, but Kang didn’t let up. He followed with a head butt so forceful that surely the others in the office had heard the thump.

      Marko lost consciousness, and blood trickled from both nostrils. Kang caught him and lowered him quietly to the floor before slapping a pair of handcuffs on him. You live. Lucky you.

      Kang drew his weapon again. Two more to go. He called out once more, hoping to further his ploy. “All right. Thanks, Marko.” He then walked toward the office, allowing his footsteps to be heard. He needed the others to believe that Marko had gotten rid of him and was returning to the room. He stopped an arm’s reach away from the door and grabbed hold of the knob.

      He pulled the door open as quickly as possible and brought his gun up. Standing in front of him was the taller of the two men with his back turned. He was operating the camera. He couldn’t see the woman, but that didn’t matter. Kang pulled the trigger, and the man’s head jerked forward a bit. A poof of pink sprayed the air just before he dropped to the floor, revealing Kane.

      She was seated in a chair on the other side of the table with her mascara smeared under her left eye. Silver duct tape covered her mouth. Standing next to her was the last of them, the woman, and she held a large hunting knife against Kane’s neck.

      Kang didn’t think. He didn’t wait to confirm. He pulled the trigger again. The round struck the woman in the right cheek, and she fell back against the wall, losing her grip on the knife. She cried out in pain, and Kang fired again, striking her forehead. The woman went silent and crumpled to the floor.

      Kang rushed over to Abby and peeled the tape off her mouth.

      She gasped twice for air before saying, “What the hell took you so long?”
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      Kang untied my hands, and I brought them around front and rubbed life back into my wrists.

      “You okay?” he asked, brushing a few strands of hair out of my eyes.

      “Yeah, as soon as I entered the room, the producer—Marko was his name? Anyway, he grabbed me from behind, and the other two helped to subdue me. They had me tied up and gagged within seconds.” I stopped rubbing. I could see the guilt pouring from Kang’s eyes. “Hey, now, I didn’t see it coming either.”

      “We could have prevented this.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I heard the sound of footsteps clomping down the stairs.

      “Abby!” Knox called out.

      “We’re in here.”

      “Damn! What the hell happened?”

      I still had my butt planted in the chair, but I could see Knox and Copeland standing near Marko with their weapons drawn.

      “Another team is what happened.” I looked up at Kang. “Is he dead?”

      He shook his head. “Careful,” Kang called out. “That one’s alive, but I can’t say the same for the two in here.”

      Copeland bent down and searched the man. “No identification and no media pass.”

      Knox and Copeland approached the room but stopped at the doorway.

      “I’ll call this in,” Copeland said after a quick glance at the bodies on the floor.

      “Hold up,” I said. “Let’s not do that just yet. An army of agents and crime scene investigators will take the spotlight off the B&B. I want a few minutes of quiet time with the producer.”

      “Copeland, secure the front door. Nobody in. Nobody out,” Knox said.

      “Come on, Abby; let’s get you out of here.” Kang grabbed my hand and helped me step over the woman.

      Once outside of the room, I felt as though I could finally breathe again. I walked toward a window that overlooked the street below and collected my thoughts. A lot had just happened, and somehow I had survived again. I was staring outside absentmindedly, still trying to comprehend what had just happened, when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “Abby?”

      I turned around and found Kang standing there with a glass of water for me. “Here, drink this.”

      His eyes had a soft look, and his shoulders were a little droopy. I gave him a playful punch to the arm. “It’s not your fault. We all missed it. I’m just glad you figured it out.”

      “How did you figure it out?” Knox asked as he joined us by the window. He removed his jacket and placed it over the back of a nearby chair.

      Kang went on to tell us about the phone call he’d had with Suzi.

      Knox had both hands resting on his waist. He shook his head. “If you hadn’t taken that phone call… I mean, we got frickin’ lucky here. I’m embarrassed that this even happened.” His eyes caught mine. “I’m really sorry, Abby.” Knox slapped Kang on the back. “You did a great job. Thank God you were here.”

      “I second that.” I wrapped both arms around Kang’s torso and gave him a long hug.

      “That’s three,” he said.

      “Huh?” I pulled my head away from his chest and looked up. He had that crooked smile on his face.

      “Three times I saved your butt. It’s becoming annoying.”

      “Puhhhlease.” I snorted as I pushed away from him. My eyes rolled as if there were no tomorrow. “Methinks your math is wrong.”

      “What are you talking about? Okay, hold on.” He held up a finger and began a count. “Just now—that’s one. The tunnels underneath Chinatown—that’s two. At your home with Team Favela—that’s three.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold on, Masked Marvel. You can’t count Team Favela. Technically, you just showed up after the fact.”

      Kang bounced his head from side to side. “Okay, so two. Still, I just wanted it on the record. So no more telling your trumped-up story of how you saved me.”

      Whenever someone asked how Kang and I had met, and a lot of people have, I would tell the story of how I caught a gang member he had been chasing, all while off duty, with a full belly and with my family in tow. Sure, I exaggerated the story to sound as though catching the guy saved Kang, but it got so many laughs, I couldn’t help it. It was good material.

      “I can’t believe the two of you are arguing over something like this.” Knox turned and walked back toward Marko, who appeared to be regaining consciousness. He rolled him over with his foot. “Hey, I got a story for you. You’re in deep shit.”

      Marko’s awaking refocused our attention. He was the first player from the game that we had apprehended alive.

      Kang helped Knox lift Marko into a chair. His nose had stopped bleeding, and he breathed heavily through his mouth. “You broke my nose.”

      “You’re lucky that’s all that happened to you,” Knox countered quickly. “Your friends over there got it worse.”

      Marko looked back toward the office and strained his neck for a better look before turning back toward us. “Where’s Adrijana? Where is she?”

      Nobody said a word, and Marko got his answer. What happened next wasn’t something I had expected to see. The tough-looking Serbian broke down in tears. “You killed her?” He asked. “Why? She didn’t do anything. She was a good girl.”

      “Who’s the other guy, Marko?” Kang asked.

      He didn’t answer and continued to silently weep. His mouth hung open, and a strand of saliva stretched from his lower lip.

      “Hey!” Knox said sharply. “We asked you a question.”

      Marko looked up. The whites of his eyes were red, and his eyelids were showing signs of puffiness. He then told us to fuck ourselves. That didn’t go over well with Knox, who responded by slapping his face. “We can do this the hard way. I like the hard way.”

      As much as I wasn’t a fan of this degenerate, I didn’t think antagonizing him would get him to talk, and we needed him to talk.

      I tapped Knox’s arm and motioned to him with my eyes to let me try. I kneeled down next to the producer. “Marko, I’m sorry about Adrijana.” Earlier, she’d told me her name was Ana. “That’s a pretty name. Was she your girlfriend?”

      He nodded. His gaze returned to the floor.

      “It’s unfortunate,” I continued. “She’s not here with us because of the game. The game is the culprit here. Help us put an end to it.”

      Marko raised his head. His eyes were glassy but focused.

      “If it weren’t for the game, Adrijana would still be alive. Tell us what you know.”

      “What do you want to know?” Marko said, his voice froggy.

      “How about your real name for starters?” I asked, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      In the next several minutes, he spilled all the details about Team Balkan.

      “How do you communicate with the people behind the game, Drago?”

      “We send them messages, but the game isn’t working like it used to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Everything just stopped working. I don’t know.”

      I looked over at Kang. “I guess we weren’t the only ones who were cut off.”

      “So the team tracking, live updates, the map: all of it went dead?”

      Zoric nodded.

      “And you never met anybody from the game aside from the contacts that gave you the clues?”

      He nodded again. Further questioning told us that neither the address to the B&B nor that of my home was supplied to them.

      “Where’s Gary, the driver of the van?” Kang asked.

      When Zoric told us about Petrovic killing the driver, Kang was obviously taken by surprise.

      “Did they give you my name and address?” Kang prodded.

      “We got your name from the news, and Adrijana used Google to find out where you live. She was smart with the online stuff.”

      “The media: a double-edged sword,” Kang hissed. “I’ll be back. I’m going to make a few calls, get a search started for the body.”

      Further questioning ran us into a dead end with Zoric. It seemed the other teams didn’t know any more than we did. When I asked him about Sei, he responded by saying, “Who?”

      I was ready to close the door on this chapter when I had an idea. It was a rehash, but it had helped the first time around.
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      Knox and I moved quickly, knowing an army of agents and forensic specialists would eventually show up. I wasn’t sure if we could pull it off, but we were willing to try. Before we could start, I had two questions for Zoric: What was the idea for my themed kill, and where was the phone they’d used to communicate with the game?

      Zoric thought the first question was out of morbid curiosity and proudly told me their idea. Knox went to work and extracted the whereabouts of the phone along with the password. I think at that point, Zoric didn’t care anymore. He resented being a part of the game. We handcuffed him to an old radiator that was bolted to the wall and got to work.

      “I don’t intend to disturb the crime scene.” I walked back into the media room and reapplied the duct tape Kang had peeled off my mouth earlier. Next, I grabbed the KTVU microphone, flopped down on the table, and did my best to look as if I had died giving an interview. Knox snapped a picture with the phone we found on Petrovic.

      “You sure this will work?” Knox asked as I logged on to the game.

      “Well, the first time we posed as a team, we were successful in playing for quite some time. But before we could upload our fake crime scene photos, we were discovered. The mastermind has no idea Team Balkan has been compromised. We have another opportunity here.”

      “Sounds like it’s too good to pass up,” Knox said.

      “We have an advantage, though; I’m the Attraction. I mean, how on Earth would one of them be able to snap a photo of me like this if they hadn’t been successful?”

      I selected the photograph and hit the send button. A message appeared and told us the upload was complete.

      “Now what?”

      “We wait.”

      “Wait for what?” Kang asked as he approached us.

      “Knox snapped a picture of me looking pretty dead, and I just sent it in to the game. We’re officially playing as Team Balkan.”

      “We’re back in the game!” Kang gave me a spirited high five. “It worked once. Why not a second time, right?”

      “Say they buy it. That means Team Balkan wins. Game over, right? No more teams coming after you?” Knox asked.

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “Had they gotten to me, they would have done exactly what we have done and then waited to see what happens next.”

      “I guess in a perfect world, the mastermind gives the submission a thumbs up, declares Team Balkan the winner, and pays out the prize money.” Kang pocketed his hands. “Might be an opportunity to grab the mastermind then, though I doubt he’ll be the one delivering the goods.”

      “A wire transfer seems more likely,” Knox suggested. “We can set up a dummy account and follow the money.”

      “There’s just one thing.”

      Knox and I both looked at Kang. “What’s that?”

      “You have to stay out of sight until this plays out. You’re dead, remember?”

      “He’s right, Abby,” Knox said. “And it has to start now. Nobody can have access to you, even agents at the bureau. We can’t afford any leaks to the media. They can help us sell this.”

      I clucked my tongue as I thought about what they had said. “The only person who needs to be convinced of my death is the mastermind.” I looked at Zoric, who was still sitting on the floor next to the radiator. “What we need to keep under wraps is Team Balkan. What happened here can’t get out.”

      “But you still agree you need to stay out of sight should we get the thumbs up, right?” Kang tilted his head a bit and scrunched his brow.

      “Yeah, but I don’t think we need to sell it to the world.”

      “All right then. I’ll head downstairs and help Copeland at the door,” Knox said. “We’ll need to keep the number of investigators in this building to a bare minimum. Abby, you should probably get on the phone with Reilly and bring him up to speed. He’ll be instrumental in containing the scene.”

      I nodded. “What about him?” I asked, motioning to Zoric.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Kang volunteered. “Where do you think he’ll be detained?”

      “Knowing Reilly, he’ll want supermax, most likely at ADX Florence in Colorado.”

      “Ah, the Alcatraz of the Rockies.” Kang turned to Zoric. “It’ll be like you never existed.”

      I headed upstairs, not especially overjoyed with having to tell Reilly that there were two more bodies. He’d already had to deal with the fallout, both internally and externally, that came with having two dead agents show up on his watch, not to mention one of them being a traitor.

      The first few minutes of the call had me holding my phone a good distance from my ear. Fortunately, there was sanity in my plan. We had done this once before, and it had helped us shut the game down in San Francisco and take out Jing Woo, the Triad Dragonhead in charge of Chinatown. I think that was the only reason Reilly agreed to help keep a lid on what had happened at the tong that morning.

      I called Po Po next. I think I dreaded that conversation more.

      “What you mean you dead?” she asked.

      “I’m not really dead. I’m pretending. It’s just an elaborate trick.”

      She grunted. “When you come home?”

      “Well, that’s the tricky part. In order to make the bad guys believe that I’m dead, I can’t be seen. I’ll have to stay in hiding but only for a few days.”

      She let out a long breath. “You explain to Lucy and Ryan.”

      “Of course I’ll tell them, but I wanted you to know first.”

      Sometimes I think Po Po assumes I never think things through, but I couldn’t really blame her. She and the children had gone through a lot, and she was the one stuck on the front lines when Ryan and Lucy had questions.

      Also, these types of circumstances did nothing to improve my standing amongst her friends. I can only imagine the gossip sessions. I mean, not everyone gets a call from their daughter-in-law telling them to go along with her fake death. Never-ending fodder is what I provided. I’m sure I didn’t come across as a saint.
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      Reilly had CSI show up in unidentified vehicles and civilian clothes. He kept the crew small, and they used generic suitcases to bring their equipment into the building. To further help, Reilly announced a press conference at the B&B to keep the attention there. It even got the two news crews that were outside the tong to pack up and head to Napa. That would help when it came time to remove the bodies. It’s pretty hard to hide a body bag on a gurney.

      Timothy Green, the medical examiner, said it wouldn’t be a problem to use an unmarked van for transport. He also said he could wait for an opportunity to move the bodies; forensically, it posed no threat to their portion of the investigation.

      From the second floor window, I saw Green park his vehicle outside. I hurried downstairs to meet him at the entrance. “We appreciate your help with this,” I said, holding the front door open.

      “It’s gotten worse, hasn’t it?” he said with a lowered voice as he looked up and down the street.

      “It has. The bodies are up on the second floor,” I said as I closed and locked the door behind us.

      “This has got to be taking a toll on you,” he said, looking back over his shoulder as I followed him up the stairs.

      “It’s harder on my family.”

      Green stopped at the landing between floors. “What can I do to help? There must be something.”

      I smiled at Green. “You’re helping right now.”

      “What? The unmarked van?” Green motioned with his head. “I meant outside of my job. What about the family? Where are they now? Do they need a place to stay?”

      “It’s very kind of you to ask. My mother-in-law and the kids are moving back home. The Bureau is doubling their security efforts. My entire street will be on lockdown.”

      “And you?” he asked as he reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “I’ll be fine, but I appreciate your concern.”

      Green held his position on the landing as he peered deeper into my eyes.

      “I’m serious. Everything is okay.”

      A second later, Green removed his hand. “Well, as long as you’re not relying on the SFPD for your safety.” He turned and continued up the stairs. “You let me know, though. Nothing is out of the question.”

      By dusk, we had the tong cleared out, and I could come out from hiding. Knox had asked earlier if I’d wanted the other agents that had been staying at the tong to stick around. I didn’t feel that we were facing the same realities of an attack then as we had before, so we agreed we could do without them.

      Kang had Chinese food delivered from the corner restaurant, and we all gathered in the rec room on the second floor. CNN played on the television, and Kang had the food laid out on a table. We all pulled up chairs and sat.

      Since I couldn’t go home just yet, and hanging around the tong wasn’t ideal, Kang suggested I stay at his place.

      “I’m serious, Abby,” he said as he slurped chow fun into his mouth. “I have plenty of room. It’s no problem. I want you to be there.”

      It wasn’t the intrusion part that had me hesitant. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I dished a helping of oyster chicken and pork fried rice onto my plate.

      “What?”

      “Suzi. You know, your girlfriend. Doesn’t she live there too?” Kang had mentioned after we got back from Bangkok that Suzi had officially moved in, though she had practically been living there since her return to the Bay Area.

      “She’ll have to understand. Plus the guest room is on another floor if that helps you feel better.”

      “Hey, I’m fine. She’s the one I’m worried about. We can’t have her running her mouth about me being there. You know, I’m supposed to be dead.”

      Kang held up his hand to beat back the sarcasm that had begun to punctuate my replies. “Don’t you worry about Suzi. I can handle her.”

      The conversation around the dinner table paused as the four of us focused on shoveling food into our mouths. Kang had done a great job with the spread: pork fried rice, oyster chicken, beef chow fun, spicy tofu, beef and broccoli, kung pao shrimp, stir-fried veggies, steamed carp, and spring rolls. Chilling in the refrigerator was my favorite dessert: almond jelly. Way too much food, but Kang was like me; he always over-ordered.

      Between bites, I continually checked Team Balkan’s phone for an update. So far, we had heard nothing regarding our submission.

      “How long does it take?” Knox asked as he noisily destroyed a spring roll.

      “Well, in the past, feedback ranged from almost immediate to a few hours, but that’s just based on our own interactions. I think if after a day or two we don’t have an answer, we can safely assume the mastermind wasn’t fooled. I think at that point we go public about taking down another team and how we’re a step closer to shutting down the game.”

      “Yeah, spin this thing in our favor,” Copeland managed to say while chewing.

      We sat around discussing the case a bit more after dinner. Ethel still hadn’t been located, which wasn’t a good sign. Agents had been dispatched to both her home and the CCBA. They were now following up on known associates of hers. Kang had also placed numerous calls to her but got voicemail each time.

      “Anything useful come back from NYPD on Yee?” I asked Kang.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “I got the same result with our Tribeca office. They have no knowledge of him.”

      “Honestly, I’m worried.” He leaned back in his chair and loosened his belt a notch. “This isn’t in Ethel’s character to just up and disappear. She’s usually the center of attention, the one who is out socializing almost every night.”

      “Do you think maybe she’s a little spooked by the investigation and our suspicions of Yee?” I asked.

      “Probably. Most people would be.” Kang checked his watch. “You ready to head back to my place?”

      “Yeah. Just let me grab a few things. I’ll be back down.”

      As I packed an overnight bag, I thought about how staying at Kang’s place had dashed my hopes of receiving another nightly visit from Sei. For some reason, I’d just had it in my head that she would come back that night. The instinct wasn’t based on anything concrete; I just wanted answers.

      I thought briefly about leaving a note but decided not to. One, it would amount to inviting a dangerous person into Kang’s place. Two, I had to stop thinking I had a friendly relationship with this woman. She hadn’t come to me because she had thought we could become BFFs. There had been a reason, and it probably hadn’t been a positive one. I shut the window and locked it. Not tonight.
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      Knox and Copeland remained at the tong to help carry out our ruse. It was business as usual, except any requests for an interview with me were denied. The story they put out was that I had a sore throat and needed to refrain from any nonessential talking.

      On the way over to Kang’s place, I realized I had actually never been inside. I had met him outside numerous times, but that was about as far as I had ever gotten. He lived in an old Victorian with two floors instead of three like mine.

      Kang held the front door open. “After you.”

      While neat and orderly, the décor was heavy on utilitarian and light on color and design. Blacks, whites, and blues dominated. Though there were signs of Suziness infiltrating his manly look: fresh flowers on a table near the entrance and a framed publicity photo of her hanging on the wall were two examples that stuck out.

      “Come on, let me give you the tour.”

      The guest room, with its own bath, was located on the first floor. Suzi’s influence continued with lavender walls and a matching floral duvet on the bed. A large, decorative mirror adorned a wall along with a collage of framed pictures and cute quotes. A light green wingback chair sat in the corner, and an antique dresser stood against another wall with a matching vanity next to it.

      The bathroom smelled of fresh flowers and had the same light tones. White tiled floors and a dark, gray-and-black-tiled, step-in shower gave the bathroom that luxurious appeal associated with five-star hotels. It even had a rain showerhead. On a wooden ladder shelf sat various toiletries, white fluffy towels, and a few decorative vases. A single white oval vessel sink sat on top of a light gray countertop. I wanted very badly to hate everything, but I found myself loving it all and knew I would be very comfortable there. Ugh!

      “I see Suzi has already redecorated.”

      “Uh, yeah. But the fixtures were my doing. She just repainted and put flowers all over the place.”

      She did more than that.

      Kang’s bedroom and office were on the second floor, as was another small bedroom that Suzi had taken over. “She uses it as a closet,” Kang mentioned as we passed by.

      “By the way, what time does she usually get back from the station, and does she know I’m staying here?”

      “She knows, and she’s staying at her mother’s tonight. She thought it was best that she not be here since we would most likely be discussing the case.”

      “Oh?”

      “You see? She can be thoughtful.”

      By the time I had finished my long, relaxing shower, it was ten thirty. Kang had already retired to his room. I guess we were both beat from not having any sleep the night before. I definitely had my eye on that pillow-top bed.

      I checked Team Balkan’s phone once more. Still no message from the mastermind. I started to think my plan wasn’t faring so well. It might have been a long shot, but I had been hopeful.

      I had just finished brushing my teeth when I heard a knock on my door.

      “Abby, it’s Kyle.” His voice sounded hurried.

      I opened the door and saw that he had jeans and a T-shirt on. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Ethel. I just got a call from her.”

      “Where is she? Is everything okay?”

      “She’s at a friend’s house over in the East Bay, hiding. Not from us though, from Yee.”

      “Wait, why is she hiding from him?”

      “Long story short, she got a strange call from him telling her to quit talking about him or else. She said his voice was low and menacing, nothing like the man she knew. That’s what sent her running and why your agents were having trouble tracking her down.”

      “So he threatened her?”

      “I’m not sure. She seemed frazzled over the call. She wants me to come get her. She doesn’t trust anyone else. I’ll bring her back here. I have a sleeper sofa.”

      “Nonsense. I’ll take the sleeper sofa. She can have the guest room. Do you want me to come with you?”

      “Nah, I’m just picking her up and coming straight back. It’ll take forty minutes tops. I’ll text you if anything changes, but it shouldn’t.”

      “All right. I’ll let Reilly know that we’ve located her.”
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      After Kang left, I locked the front door and walked over to the sofa. Time to face my new foe. I removed the fabric-lined pillows, and there staring back at me was the metal framing, cold and unforgiving. I pulled back on the strap and unfolded the creaking, wannabe bed. I had really been looking forward to a good night’s sleep, but given that Ethel was older, it just didn’t seem right for her to be sleeping out here. Oh, the sacrifices I make.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and felt a bar push up against my thigh. Suck it up, Abby. To be honest, the mattress wasn’t in bad shape, though I doubted the bed had entertained many overnight guests since Kang had purchased it. I stood and went in search of Kang’s linen closet. I found it on the second floor between his bedroom and Suzi’s gigantic closet.

      There were a sheet and a comforter tucked away, but no pillows. I figured I would just grab one off the bed in the guest room. If I had to make do with a sofa bed, Ethel could live with three pillows instead of four.

      I returned to the living room and threw the sheet over the bed like a fisherman’s net, except my sheet didn’t spiral out into a perfect circle. More like a crooked triangle. As I fitted the sheet around the corners of the bed, the proximity of my nose to the mattress allowed me to pick up a musty scent. Kang wasn’t the type to use softener in his wash, so the sheet was devoid of anything that could counteract the noticeable odor.

      I unfolded the blanket and fluffed up the pillow, hoping my nose would get used to it, but it just seemed that the smell had gotten stronger. Maybe I was the first to use the sleeper sofa and had unleashed years of pent-up stink.

      When I finished, I debated if I should crawl into bed or wait up for Kang to return. I figured I had better wait, as I would probably be woken anyway when they returned.

      I walked over to a small sitting area in a nook that was enclosed by three bay windows. It was located just opposite the narrow hall that led to the kitchen and washroom at the rear of his place.

      I drew the drapes closed and shut off the main light, opting for the Tiffany lamp that sat on a table separating the two leather armchairs. A brass magazine stand stood at the base of the table. My options: Cosmo, Self, Vogue, Entertainment Weekly, and Vanity Fair. I grabbed the EW and settled in.

      I had been engrossed with the new fall lineup of sitcoms when my nose twitched. I could still smell that damn bed. Or was it the magazine? I shoved my face between the pages and inhaled. Nope, not the magazine. I couldn’t understand why the smell still lingered.

      I turned my nose up and took another whiff. I certainly wasn’t imagining it. I could smell it, but something about it bugged me. The more I sniffed, the more I realized it wasn’t really a musty scent. And then it dawned on me. When my father broke out the good Irish whiskey, usually accompanied by his thigh-slapping rendition of “Rocky Road to Dublin,” he would often light up a cigar. That was what I smelled, but why?

      Before I had time to ponder my own question, my eyes caught sight of something in the dim hallway: a glowing cherry that grew bright, followed by a figure stepping out of the darkness through a puff of smoke.
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      “Ethel?” I lowered the magazine into my lap. My eyes were focused, but I was clearly dumbfounded by who had just walked out of the dark and into the warm light of the lamp. I tilted my head slightly as I worked to make sense of things.

      Ethel didn’t have the broad smile I recalled seeing that first day we had met. Nor was she wearing a blouse with vibrant colors or an elaborate necklace draped over her chest. No, the Ethel standing in front of me was completely different.

      Her eyes were concentrated and narrowed through her black-framed glasses. Her wardrobe consisted of a dark coat with equally dark pants. She brought the cigar up to her mouth once again and gave it a few puffs. A cloud of gray masked her stone-like face. “Didn’t your mother ever warn you that if you frown too much, your face would stick like that?”

      “What are you doing here? I thought Kyle…” I could feel a dull pain emanating from my concentrated brow.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you? Come on, Abby. Up until a few seconds ago, I thought you were pretty smart. Wait, I take that back. Up until you sent me that picture…”

      I shook my head. “It can’t be…”

      “Is it staring to set in?”

      I had made a grave mistake. I had never once considered that the mastermind could be a woman. In that instant, my confusion cleared, and a deep hatred rose from my gut and into my chest. She was the person who had put a hit on my family. My jaw tightened, and blood engorged every muscle in my body, readying them to explode into action. Right then, I wanted nothing more than to impart great physical pain on the woman who dared to threaten my family with death.

      I pressed both hands on the arms of the chair, but before I could stand, Ethel raised her right arm and pointed a gun at me. It looked like a .38 special. I didn’t care. I could probably take one or two hits if she missed vital organs, but if she pulled the trigger enough, she could bring me down. Twenty feet separated us. I figured I had a fifty-fifty chance of reaching her before she pulled the trigger three times. Still, I didn’t care. I had to assume she had the experience to fire it. I had to take the threat seriously, even if she was a short, unassuming woman in her fifties with graying hair. She might even surprise me by having similar skills to Sei. Still, I didn’t care.

      She brought the cigar up to her mouth and clamped down on the nub, holding it there, chewing it slowly. Her double chin jiggled as she puffed and chewed. Her eyes squinted even more as the developing cloud of smoke thickened. “I know you find it hard to believe that I’m behind the game,” she grunted. “Most people do. Usually when they’re dying, they come to grips with reality, but at that point, it’s too late.”

      “What about Yee, the Triads, Jing Woo?”

      She let out a short laugh. “Charles? I’m Charles, you idiot. Do you always lose your brain when you take your suit off?” Ethel shook her head disapprovingly. “For someone who spent years in Hong Kong, I expected you to have a better understanding of Triads. I don’t blame you. There aren’t many who do. Anonymity is how they retain their strength. It’s why they’ll never be defeated. Jing is easily replaceable, as are all members. It’s a sacrifice each and every one of them is willing to make.”

      It took all I had to restrain myself. I wanted her dead, but I also wanted answers. “The Triads, women don’t have a position of power within the organization,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I’m not a Triad gang member. That’s where you got it wrong, but Kyle”—she removed the cigar from her mouth, waving it to make her point—“he started to figure it out.”

      “You’re talking about Vagabond Kung Fu?”

      “I see he filled you in.”

      “He said it was folklore, overactive imaginations trumping up what is really just a band of two-bit thieves and killers.”

      Ethel let out a hearty belly laugh. “Oh, is that what we are? You can think whatever you like. Those who know too much never stick around to tell our story. Who we are, what we are: we don’t care what others think. It’s not important. Persevering, that’s important. And the less people know, the more invisible we are.”

      Ethel squinted one eye as she looked down the barrel of the snub-nosed revolver. “I have your forehead in sight. It’ll make a noise, but nothing too loud. Just a pop, but the force of the bullet will penetrate your skull easily, and I won’t have to get my hands dirty.”

      “Kyle will⁠—”

      “Kyle won’t. I have the poor boy’s loyalty. I’m like a mother to him. He’ll never assume. He’ll never believe. And that’s how I like it. How do you think I got into the house? He told me about the key he keeps under a potted plant out back. He’s so trusting of me. No, Kyle needs to live. He’s much more valuable to me that way. I need someone to unknowingly do my bidding within the SFPD. You, on the other hand…” Ethel lowered her voice. Her smirk disappeared, and her eyes seemed to darken. “You have no value. All you’ve given me is one big fucking headache. Chasing Chinatown was my baby. I spent years developing it, and now it’s gone. Killing you won’t bring it back, but it’ll make me feel a little better. But that’s not good enough. I want to feel a whole lot better.” She puffed once more on the stalky cigar. “To do that, I need to kill your family. Slow and painful—that’s what it’ll take.”

      No, it won’t. My heartbeat raced. My leg muscles tightened. My lungs drew a deep breath. Dying didn’t matter to me at that point. I didn’t care about myself; I cared about my family. I had to save them.
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      Kang drove up and down the dimly lit street, looking for the address that Ethel had given him over the phone. It was located on Livingston Street, a largely industrial area dotted with warehouses, office buildings, and a few vacant lots near the Brooklyn Basin just off of the Nimitz Highway. He saw no one walking on the sidewalks, not even a bum pushing a shopping cart. He noticed a few empty cars parked on the street, but other than that, the area was deserted.

      At first, Kang thought Ethel’s friend might be one of those trendy artist types that lived in a converted warehouse space. He must have driven the length of the street half a dozen times before trying the adjacent streets, thinking she might have mixed up her directions due to the stress of the situation. But the more he drove, the more he became convinced he was in the totally wrong area. There just seemed to be no signs of any sort of residential building.

      Kang was relatively familiar with Oakland, having made more than enough trips to the area’s smaller and less popular Chinatown, but he still needed to punch the address into Google Maps on his smartphone. The pin squarely popped up on Livingston, so he knew it wasn’t a glitch with the app. Ethel had specifically said, “1422 Livingston St. It’s near the Nimitz Highway.”

      Kang parked his vehicle next to the curb and dialed Ethel’s phone number. Straight to voicemail. He left a message that he was having trouble finding the place and that she needed to call him back.

      His next call was to Kane. Her phone at least rang a few times before dropping him into voicemail. He left a message that he would be gone a little longer than they’d expected.

      Kang sat quietly, waiting for Ethel to return his call. During that time, he thought about what she had said to him earlier, about how Yee had told her to keep quiet. Ethel hadn’t been talking to the media. In fact, it was Kane who had pegged Yee as a person of interest. Kang figured Ethel probably told Yee that the FBI wanted to speak to him, but that hardly warranted the reaction she had painted over the phone. Menacing tone, be quiet or else… Doesn’t make sense unless he’s hiding something.

      Kang tried Ethel’s phone again and left a second message. You’d think she would pick up the phone on the first ring the way she sounded earlier. Without better directions, Kang was at a loss. What to do. What to do... He certainly didn’t want to leave Ethel out to dry, but more importantly, he wanted to talk to her further about Yee.

      Kang didn’t know whether to be irritated or worried. Ethel’s actions lately had him somewhat confused; it wasn’t like her not to return a call or to give a wrong address. In all his dealings with her, she had always been reliable and straightforward. The Ethel he had encountered over the last few days had appeared scatterbrained and unsure of her words.

      Kang called Ethel once again and got the same response. He drummed the steering wheel with his fingers while he mulled the situation. He was out of ideas and had no other recourse. Plus, he didn’t feel comfortable leaving Kane alone any longer than he already had. He should have picked up Ethel by then and been on his way back home. He threw his vehicle into drive and pulled away from the curb. If I have to make another trip back to Oakland, so be it.
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      Ethel’s tiny but plump body lay sprawled out on the hardwood floor. Her breathing had stopped after her fatal gasp, and her eyes remained open, even after the hard fall against the floor. The revolver she had gripped in her hand earlier lay a few inches from her grasp. A throw rug near her had begun to absorb the mess draining out of her.

      Both of my hands were still white-knuckled from gripping the armchair. The burn in my chest prompted me to take a breath. I should have leaned back and let go a sigh of relief, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. Because standing in front of me and holding a sword that still dripped with Ethel’s blood was my favorite assassin: Sei.

      Apparently, any decision I had made up to that point, or lack thereof, had played absolutely no role in what had happened. There wasn’t a scenario in my head that came remotely close to one that involved Sei killing Ethel. It had been the equivalent of facing an al-Qaeda operative only to have an ISIS operative kill him and take his place—same, same but different.

      I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know what to say. In my field of business, holding a conversation with a killer was a good way to prolong death, especially if said death happened to be mine. My weapon was still in the guest room, and I hadn’t any idea how to get to it without Sei getting all Ginsu on me.

      She stood still, knees bent slightly and the sword held out in front of her in a defensive position. Her gaze, cold and unwavering, pierced through me like a razor-sharp icicle. Slowly, step by step, she made her way around Ethel’s body and toward me. I didn’t know what to make of the situation. It seemed that each encounter I had with that woman left me with a plethora of unanswered questions.

      “I’m a bit confused here,” I eventually managed.

      “What’s to be confused about? I saved your life. A thank you is customary in these situations, don’t you think?”

      I wasn’t about to entertain this woman’s suggestion with an answer. As far as I was concerned, she was a cold-blooded killer. “Are you the mastermind, or is Ethel?”

      “Those honors would go to her.” Sei had stopped her gracious sidestepping toward me, though she hadn’t lowered her sword, not even the tiniest bit. She might still have been assessing whether I was armed or not. I had no indication of why she was there. She certainly hadn’t come here with Ethel, as the shock on the old woman’s face when she saw the business end of a sword pop out of her chest had clearly indicated.

      “I don’t understand. Was she ninety days out on a payment to you?” I asked.

      “Always the jokester, aren’t you?” In one fell swoop, Sei spun the blade around and expertly slipped it into the sheath strapped to her waist.

      “Cocky move. How do you know I’m not armed?”

      “You would have drawn your weapon on me by now. But seeing that you’re dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, I highly doubt you’re carrying a weapon.”

      “I’ll go out on a limb here: You’re not here to kill me.”

      Sei stared at me for a few seconds before answering. “Usually when people come into contact with me, it doesn’t work out too well for them. You seem to be an anomaly.”

      “Am I supposed to be overjoyed? Grateful for your kindness?”

      “A mouth like that will get you in a lot of trouble.” Sei glanced around the living room. “Where’s the detective?”

      “She called,” I said, motioning with my head to Ethel, “and asked him to pick her up.”

      “Doesn’t take much to get you alone, now does it?”

      “We thought the game might be over with Team Balkan’s submission.”

      “The game is over but not because of your fake photo. You win, Agent Kane. You destroyed the game.”

      “And you killed the mastermind.”

      “It was either you or her,” Sei motioned with one of her gloved hands.

      “Why did you save me? And while I’m asking, I’d love to know why you did so the first time. I know you were the one who dispatched Team Favela.”

      “You know so much, don’t you?” Sei shifted her weight. “Not that I think I owe you an explanation, but since I’m in a giving mood…”

      “Ah, philanthropist at heart.”

      “Team Favela was disqualified in Buenos Aires for reasons I am not privy to.”

      “How did he know I was the Attraction?” I asked as I shifted in the chair.

      “His disqualification took place after the game changed.”

      “What? He thought killing me would reinstate him?”

      Sei raised a shoulder. “I doubt he did any thinking, because his actions got him killed.”

      “Seems to me the mastermind wouldn’t have cared who delivered my head.”

      Sei took a step back. “That would be a question for the mastermind. Whoops.” She playfully pressed her fingers against her mouth. “Too late.”

      I leaned forward, readying myself to stand.

      “Ah, ah, ah.” Sei waved a disapproving finger at me. “Don’t push your luck.” She backed up toward the dark hall, obviously about to exit the same way she had come in. “As for an answer to your original question, I didn’t come here to save your life, Abby. I came here to save the lives of your children. So long as Ethel was alive, your family would never have been safe. There are many like me who were loyal to her that could do the job.”

      “You mean you were given the contract for my family.”

      “Lin had the original contract, but when he failed, it was given to me.”

      “But you killed Lin, right?”

      “Ethel bought the story you gave in the interview to the news station.” Sei raised her left hand and flicked her thumbnail against her middle finger. “The head has been cut off the snake. You have nothing to worry about now.”

      It had become clear to me that, during this night, I had been facing a losing battle with Ethel and didn’t even know it. If not for Sei, the nightmare I had injected my family and myself into would have continued. It never would have ended until she’d had her revenge.

      I still wasn’t sure why Sei had decided to spare my family, but I was grateful. Did she really have a moral conscience? Was there a bit of good under that hardened armor she wore? I suppose not every question in life has an answer.

      “You said Ethel has many loyal followers. Won’t word spread that you killed her?”

      “Did I? Or did you?”

      Sei stopped just short of entering the hall. Her eyes settled back on me once more. “Seems as though you misjudged me… again.”
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      By the time I had retrieved my handgun from the guest room and chased after Sei, she had disappeared—back to being a ghost.

      I called House to let her know what had just taken place and to warn them about a possible attack.

      “Everything is fine here, no disturbances, but I’ll call in additional backup.”

      I knew my entire block had been on lockdown, and getting in and out would be no easy feat. Still, if there were more assassins like Sei, I had to believe that stopping them would be a serious challenge.

      I had to hope that Sei had spoken the truth when she’d said the snake was dead. If she had indeed cut off the head, I imagined Ethel’s loyal network of mercenaries would be effectively disbanded by that fact. There should be no reason to come after my family. We were still talking about contract killers; outside of loyalty, money was the primary motivator. If anything, they would go after Sei for killing the old witch.

      I told House I would be over as soon as possible. I still had a dead body in the middle of Kang’s living room, and I had yet to notify him of it. I gave him the heads up on a phone call but held back on the details, telling him to get home quickly.

      CSI had just started to process the scene when he returned. I had already changed into jeans and a hoodie and had been waiting for him outside on the front steps.

      “I can’t believe it, Abby. I just can’t believe it,” he said as he exited his vehicle.

      Kang was in serious denial. It actually caught me off guard. He had always been pretty even keeled when it came to work; nothing ever got him riled up or overly emotional. He had always been on point.

      I continued to explain, but from the blank look on his face, the words that were coming out of my mouth were pole vaulting straight over his head. He would have to see Ethel’s dead body firsthand to start processing the situation.

      In we went.

      Kang stood a few feet away from her. He kept quiet, mouth slightly ajar.

      I moved closer to him, my arm brushing against his. “She meant a lot to you, didn’t she?”

      He inhaled deeply and let out a long breath. “I’m sad, I’m angry, but mostly, I’m confused.”

      “You’re not the only one shaking your head at all of this.”

      “I feel betrayed.” He looked at me. “She took advantage of our friendship. I enabled her to do a lot of harm.”

      “Hey, hey, take it easy. Don’t go piling this mess on your shoulders. None of this is your fault. We were all fooled. And just to put things into perspective, it took one of Ethel’s own to stop her.”

      Kang continued to shake his head and mumble about how he had never suspected, had never seen signs. I’m sure it had him questioning his own sanity. Ethel had been a trusted friend he had known for years who had often mothered him with encouragement. To suddenly discover that she was the psychotic mastermind behind the Chasing Chinatown game, well, that turned out to be one hell of a mind bender. Add that he had to also witness her bloody body in his living room—it was a combination of punches to the gut.

      As much as I wanted to head straight home and see my family, I stuck it out with Kang until CSI had wrapped up their investigation. The kids and Po Po were asleep anyway. I figured I could catch up with them in the morning before I headed into the office. Reilly was expecting a thorough debriefing ASAP.

      I fixed Kang a coffee and myself a cup of tea; fortunately, I’d had the forethought to bring my tin since all he had in his cupboards was the generic stuff. With both mugs in hand, I headed out front where he was seated on the steps. I sat next to him, pulling my knees in for warmth. The sky had just started to lighten, and soon the sun would be showing its face. The fog was barely a mist, as it had been most of the night. The last of the SFPD units had just pulled away, and Ethel’s body was on its way to the city morgue. “You know, there is a bright side to all of this.”

      “I know. It’s over: the game, the killings, the bounty on your head. And I’m really happy about it. Don’t think for one minute I’m not. I’m over Ethel.”

      “That was fast.”

      Kang pressed the coffee cup against his lips. I watched the point on his Adam’s apple bob once. “She had innocent people killed for her enjoyment. I can’t get around that. She deserved what she got. I have no remorse.” Kang kept his eyes steered forward, probably churning over the events of the night.

      For five minutes we both stared ahead, watching commuters drive by and little brown dogs on leashes relieve themselves. The first cable car rumbled down the street, its brass bell ringing as it came to a stop in the intersection. It was certainly a new day in the city. I relished the fact that the mastermind was dead, and so was her game. I was sure Kang did too. That investigation had tried our patience and tested our resolve to live. I was grateful that we had beaten it. A lot of people involved hadn’t been so lucky.

      I turned to Kang and gave him a playful jab to the arm. “Hey, what are you doing this Sunday?”

      He took a deep breath and shrugged. “Not sure. Why?”

      “Dim Sum Sunday.”

      “What?” His eyebrows crunched.

      “It’s my Sunday tradition with the family. We spend the day in Chinatown gorging ourselves on dim sum. Join us. It’ll be fun.”

      Kang pushed his bottom lip up into a half-moon smile. “Why not? I’m all about dim sum.”

      “I’m really looking forward to getting my life back. I miss the routine. But hey, this time you catch your own perps.”

      Kang let out a vocal laugh. “You’re never letting that go, are you?”

      I turned my palms up. “I had a full stomach, two kids, and an aging mother-in-law in tow. The conditions weren’t ideal, and yet somehow, I still managed to stop your guy. Not many people can claim that.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Maybe we’ll see more of those moments in the future now that the Kang and Kane crime-fighting duo has been deemed a success.”

      “You mean Kane and Kang, right?”

      “I’m not letting you have this one. It’s Kang and Kane.”

      “E comes before G. So technically, Kane should come first.”

      “Yeah, but I’m taller.”

      “I’m prettier.”

      “I have a longer reach.”

      “I’m faster.”

      “Oh, you think?” Kang put his mug down, stood up and started to stretch. “Footrace, right now. First one to the end of the block and back has the final say.”

      I’m not one to resist a challenge. “This will be easy—and embarrassing for you.” I put my mug down and started to stretch as well.

      “The more you talk, the bigger the lump of pride will be for you to swallow.”

      “Just don’t get all old on me and pull a hamstring, okay?”

      We stood at the bottom of the steps. The intersection was roughly twenty-five yards away—fifty total to cover. Kang fished a quarter out of his jeans. “To be fair, I’ll flip this in the air. When it hits the ground, that’s the starting gun. Clear?”

      I had both knees bent, my left leg slightly ahead of the other. “Stop yapping and flip the coin.”

      As soon as a few passersby cleared the sidewalk, Kang flicked his thumb, and the coin rocketed up toward a tree limb overhead, nearly hitting it. My eyes remained fixed on it as its trajectory upward turned into a descent downward. I leaned forward in anticipation, my heels lifting up and my breathing slowing. The spinning coin neared the sidewalk, and both of my legs were on the cusp of springing me forward.

      Tink!

      We shot out of our stances equally, but my tiny steps propelled me into an early lead. I didn’t dare let up. I knew Kang’s long strides would eventually have him closing the gap. I concentrated on the corner and pumped my arms as fast as I could, calling on every muscle in my body to give its all. There was a lot of ego on the line.

      As I closed in on the intersection, I began to weigh my course of strategy: slow early on and risk Kang passing me or take the chance for a hard stop. If I waited too long, stopping could pose a problem. Slow too early, and it would be akin to waving Kang to pass me.

      I opted to slow early on, five steps from the edge of the corner. Even if that allowed Kang to catch up, he still had to slow down, and he had more mass to contend with. I knew I could again pull away quickly thanks to my small gait.

      The scenario played out just as I had thought. Kang caught up, and we hit the corner’s edge at the same time. Kang needed an extra step to stop and turn. I used that to my advantage. With my head down, I leaned forward and pumped my legs. My eyes closed briefly. When I opened them, I could see the finish line in sight. My peripheral vision told me Kang was still behind me. All I needed to do was hang on for a few more seconds, and I would have obtained bragging rights for life.

      I closed in on the stairs, but so did Kang. I could hear his breathing and the pounding of his feet against the cemented sidewalk. A second later, he appeared next to me. I was slightly ahead, but he was gaining. I willed my legs to move faster. The burn in my thighs was excruciating. My breaths were deep and fast through my mouth. I gripped my fists tighter, my nails digging into my palms. My brow tightened into a vise-like cramp as I concentrated on moving my body as fast as humanly possible for a short woman. Tears formed at the corners of my eyes and streamed along the side of my face.

      Kang had pulled up even with me. We seemed to be right in step with each other. We were almost there. Five steps. Four steps. Three steps. Two steps. Last step. Lean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The disagreement on who won carried on much longer than the few seconds it had taken us to race. Days to be exact—probably never an end in sight. Kang argued that he had me on the lean. I countered that I had thrust my right arm forward, and that gave me the photo finish. There would never be a clear winner.

      With the investigation wrapping up, Kang would return to his duties with the SFPD and I to mine with the bureau. We had become friends, good friends, and I knew not working together didn’t mean we wouldn’t talk or see each other. We only lived five minutes apart.

      To celebrate our fallen comrades, Reilly had organized a small memorial luncheon at the Cliff House near Ocean Beach. Reilly, House, Knox, Copeland, Kang, and I attended.

      While gathered around a table overlooking the ocean, we raised shots of vodka in a toast to those who had given their lives in the line of duty. Agent Austin Tucker we lost when we were chasing Team Carson. In Bangkok, there was Detective Songwut Soppipat, or as he preferred to be called, Artie. Lastly, Agent Marty Castro, who CSI later determined had died at the hands of a traitor: Lin.

      We talked about each one and shared our funny and touching personal stories. It was a nice way to remember them. Eventually, the conversation turned back to shoptalk as we each threw out our own theories on why Sei had killed the mastermind.

      I kept my own theory to myself. I thought I had a pretty good one, too. I had asked Kang if he could return the teapot, hoping we could use it as leverage to entice Sei back for another visit since it was of value to her. I had left it on the night table near the bed before we’d left for his place.

      Later when I returned to the tong to clear out my belongings, the teapot was gone. I asked Knox and Copeland if anybody had been up to the top floor, and they said no one had. In fact, they were the only people in the tong.

      I checked the window. It was shut but unlocked. I could only assume that she had somehow gotten inside the room and taken her teapot. It was the only logical reason for it to go missing again. Though there was one more thing.

      Before I left the room, I used the toilet. While I peed, I noticed a crumpled box in the trash bin. I didn’t recall throwing anything away in the plastic bin, ever. Maybe Knox or Copeland had. Surely they could have been up here looking at the boards and had the need to use the bathroom, but I didn’t think that was the case.

      The packaging was a pregnancy test. I hadn’t had sex for quite some time, so I could safely rule out my need for one. Add that I was the only female agent on the premises, and it started to narrow down the owner. Only one other woman had access to that bathroom.

      “I didn’t come here to save your life, Abby. I came here to save the lives of your children.”

      Those had been Sei’s exact words. Could that have been the reason for her change of heart? Had her motherly instincts kicked in? Was she retiring? Was that even possible for a person like her? I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I used a pen to poke around in the bin but couldn’t find the pee stick. Of course she took it with her. Whatever her reason for killing the mastermind, she had done me one hell of a favor. I’d like to think that not bringing up the pregnancy test with the group was my way of calling it even.

      I looked at everyone gathered at the table that day, discussing the possibilities; none of it came remotely close to what I knew might actually be the reason. I couldn’t help but think that I wasn’t the only one who had misjudged her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Cliff House sat perched on a headland overlooking the Pacific Ocean. While the others left quickly, House and I took our time. She had caught a ride with me. The sky remained cloudless, and the fog had disappeared, making for a stunning view from the restaurant. We couldn’t help but snap a couple of photos of ourselves with the backdrop and enjoy the moment.

      Eventually, I had the valet bring my car around, and we drove off. I always enjoyed House’s company. Over the years we had become close friends. I had always had trouble making friends with other women; men seemed to be easier for me. But that wasn’t the case with House. She understood me and didn’t fault me for my ways.

      We decided to take the long way back to the office, driving through Sutro Heights Park and then through the wooded Presidio Park. We eventually we found ourselves on Billionaire’s Row, a stretch of three blocks along Broadway between Lyon and Divisadero Street. Elegant mansions with breathtaking views of the bay lined the street. They were home to people such as Larry Ellison, founder of Oracle; Ann and Gordon Getty; Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi; and Mark Pincus, creator of Zynga and that addictive farm game.

      House stared out her window. “The wealth that is concentrated in this one tiny block is ludicrous.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

      “What is it?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice stronger.

      “You’ve had your eyes glued to that rearview mirror ever since we left the restaurant.”

      “Eh…”

      “What?” House’s tone signified her curiosity.

      “I think there’s a car following us.”

      House turned around and looked through the rear window. “I don’t see anything.”

      We had just crested one of San Francisco’s many steep hills. “Wait a second.”

      House craned her neck a bit more and waited. Shortly after, a forest green Mustang appeared on top of the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Adaira Kilduff gripped the steering wheel tightly. Perspiration bubbled above her lip even though the air outside had been a cool sixty-five degrees and breezy. The tinted windows were rolled up to help keep their identities hidden. The air conditioner had been kept off. She preferred the warmth.

      Alex, her butch-boi tagalong, sat in the passenger seat with a shotgun resting between her legs. Everything was phallic with her. On her round head sat large, on-ear headphones pumping bass into her ears. Her eyes were closed. Adaira couldn’t tell whether she was asleep or not. It didn’t matter so long as she wasn’t running her mouth. Earlier she had kept making the same joke about how she was literally riding shotgun.

      Putting up with Alex had grown old fast. Adaira hadn’t thought it would take so long to get to Kane, but it had. She’d thought she could wrangle Alex into helping her kill the agent, collect the prize money, and disappear before she could adjust herself again, as if she packed manhood between her legs.

      Adaira had known from the very beginning that a few days at the most were all she could take of the man-girl with bad breath, but she’d proceeded with her plan anyway, thinking it couldn’t take that long to kill Kane. It had been well over a week. Patience had thinned.

      Finding out the game was over didn’t help matters. It only doused them with gasoline and tossed a lit match into it. Having to put up with Alex’s constant groping, her unintelligible musings, and returning oral duties on her unkempt snatch wouldn’t be for naught, Adaira thought. Someone had to pay.

      Ever since the game had taken a winner-take-all aspect, Adaira had convinced herself that she could win. She believed it so much that at night, after what had become routine dyke sex with Alex, she would fall asleep dreaming of luxurious living far from her butch girlfriend. But as it stood, she had run out of money and was stuck with Alex’s constant and incessant tongue flicking.

      Earlier, she had parked off to the side of the road that led down toward the Cliff House restaurant, having followed Kane there. When the pack of agents exited the restaurant, her resolve to make Kane pay for putting her in that unfathomable situation had intensified. Seeing the petite agent in a joyful mood had only stoked her foulness.

      “Alex!” she called out. “Wake up.”

      “Babe, I am up. I’m just chilling.”

      Adaira pressed down on the accelerator, prompting the metal monster to growl. “It’s time.”
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        * * *

      

      “How long has it been behind us?” House asked.

      “Since we left the restaurant, I think. Really, I only started to pay attention when we were driving through the Presidio.”

      “Well, there aren’t too many ways out of the park. It doesn’t seem out of place for it to be taking the same route. Make a left up here.”

      I turned onto Scott, heading north. A few seconds later, the Mustang rounded the corner. I took the next right at Vallejo. I kept my eyes glued to the rearview mirror, waiting to see if I had overreacted. Like clockwork, the Mustang appeared behind us.

      “No way this is coincidence,” I said.

      “Pull over here.” House pointed. “Let them drive by. Maybe we can get a look at the driver.” The glare on the windshield had obstructed our view into the vehicle thus far.

      I did as she said. We watched the vehicle approach, and just as it was about to pass us, it sped up, leaving us looking at a darkened rear window. “So much for seeing who’s behind the wheel.” I stayed put, and the Mustang made a left at the next intersection, which was convenient because I had planned to make a right so that we were heading south again, back toward the Civic Center.

      “You’re still jumpy from the investigation,” House said. “It’s understandable. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Maybe you’re right, but…”

      “But you’re wondering if this is another team.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “Well, it’s a pretty distinct-looking car. When we get back to the office, we can run a check on all newer-model Mustangs registered in the Bay Area. Maybe we can narrow it down. Forest green isn’t exactly a popular color.”

      I dropped my car into gear and accelerated back into the street. I made a right at the next stop and tried to put the thought of the Mustang out of my head. I followed Pierce Street to Alta Plaza Park and made a left onto Jackson. I knew I could take that to Van Ness, and from there it would be an easy drive back to the Philip Burton Federal Building.

      I had just crossed through the next intersection when I looked in the rearview mirror. The road behind us was empty. Relax, Abby. I shook my head and chuckled internally before looking once more. The Mustang was back.
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        * * *

      

      Adaira punched the accelerator with her foot, and the back wheels chirped as they gripped the asphalt. The Mustang pulled into the oncoming lane. Alex pumped the shotgun handgrip once, chambering a round, before shoving the barrel of the rifle out the window. Her arms shook; it had been a while since she had fired a gun at someone. She licked her lips and lowered her head for a view down the barrel.

      They were coming up fast on the Charger. Alex planned on unloading one shot right into the driver’s-side window. Adaira had three GoPro cameras mounted inside the car to document the kill for the game; at least, that had been the plan when the game had still been active. Steve McQueen might have survived in Bullitt, but Abby Kane wouldn’t. Even though the cameras were no longer needed, Adaira still wanted to capture it all on film—a personal memento.

      They were seconds away from lining up with the Charger. “Now, Alex! Do it now!” Adaira shouted.

      Alex pulled the trigger, and the recoil sent the barrel flying up, smacking the top of the window frame. She had missed.

      “Shit! You told me you could shoot that thing.”

      “I can,” Alex shouted back, “but she slammed on her brakes. Get me back alongside them. I’ll get that bitch.”

      Adaira hit the brakes and threw the Mustang into reverse. The engine whined as the car raced backward toward Kane’s vehicle. Alex pumped the handgrip once more and stuck the barrel back out the window. The Charger had begun to accelerate as well and was fast approaching but turned left onto another street before Adaira could reach it. She hit the brakes, shifted gears, and sent the rear wheels spinning as she chased after them.

      The Charger turned right at the next stop, tires screeching. Adaira made the right with the same ease before hitting the accelerator again.

      “Looks like they’re heading toward Van Ness,” Alex pointed. “We’ll be able to pull up beside them if they do.”

      Adaira shifted into a lower gear and gave the Mustang more gas. They were right on the tail of the Charger. She tried to pull up along the driver’s side but couldn’t find a break in the oncoming traffic. Frustrated, she slammed into the rear of the Charger. It swerved a bit but quickly regained control.

      The light was green, and the Charger didn’t slow, giving Adaira the impression it was continuing straight through. But just as it was about to clear the intersection, the vehicle made a sharp left turn, the back end swinging out before straightening. Adaira hooked her steering wheel and followed suit. As they approached the Charger on the right, it quickly maneuvered over to the left lane, blocking them.

      “Shit!” Adaira screamed in frustration.

      “Pull up on the other side. I’ll blast them from there.” Alex leaned over Adaira and stuck the shotgun out the window.

      The passenger-side window of the Charger lowered, and a handgun appeared and fired a shot.

      Adaira hit the brakes and swerved behind the Charger. “They’re firing back.”

      “You need to get me to the right side of the car. I’ll cap her ass this time. I swear.”

      The Charger wove in and out of traffic, able to stay ahead of the Mustang, cutting it off every time it made a move to drive up alongside the Charger.
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        * * *

      

      House grabbed the bucar radio I had installed and called the bureau’s dispatcher. “Shots fired. I repeat, shots being fired. Vehicle is a forest-green Mustang with two females inside. Weapon appears to be a shotgun, possibly tactical.”

      “Are you currently in pursuit?” the dispatcher asked.

      “Negative. The vehicle is in pursuit of us. We’re heading east toward Van Ness.”

      “Roger that. I’ll have all agents in the vicinity respond and notify SFPD to assist.”

      We needed to figure out a way to quickly contain these two nuts. It was only a matter of time before they shot an innocent person—or us. We had no idea what kind of other weaponry the occupants of the vehicle were equipped with outside of the shotgun they had used. We couldn’t take the chance of stopping to engage. We weren’t wearing bulletproof vests and only had our department-issued Glocks on us. Even though I had a tactical shotgun in the trunk, the situation was too unpredictable. I thought briefly of ramming their vehicle but decided the better plan was to lead them to a less trafficked area while we waited for backup.

      I turned left at the next intersection, heading west back toward Ocean Beach.

      “Where are we going?” House asked.

      “Back to Presidio Park. There’s less traffic there and less of a chance they’ll shoot someone. Hopefully, by then we’ll have backup.”

      House remained in contact with the bureau’s dispatcher, radioing our position. I pressed down on the accelerator, and the Charger shot forward, its wheels leaving the asphalt briefly as a small hill launched us into the air.

      No sooner had we hit the ground than we accelerated up a steeper hill like a coaster making its climb to the top. The only difference was that we were doing 65 MPH, essentially rocketing forward on a ramp for all intents and purposes. I was familiar with the street and knew the hill didn’t peak like others and immediately turn into a descent. It flattened at the top.

      The Mustang inched up closer behind us, the barrel of the shotgun sticking out of the passenger window. I pressed harder on the accelerator, and the Charger exploded off the road at the top of the hill, clearing at least a foot and a half and remaining airborne for what seemed like minutes. We hit the ground almost evenly on all four wheels, the front left side taking the initial brunt of the landing. The vehicle bounced and swerved toward the right. I quickly countered and corrected. I looked into the rearview mirror just as the Mustang touched down behind us.

      Ahead of us, a Toyota Prius had just started to enter the intersection of a four-way stop. I leaned on my horn, hoping to grab the driver’s attention. I had but not quickly enough. I was forced to turn sharply to the left, the wheels gripping and screeching as we swerved around the Prius, narrowly missing it. The Mustang wasn’t so lucky. It clipped the front end of the Prius, taking its bumper with it. But the Mustang hadn’t slowed down one bit.

      The flat hilltop would come to an end soon. The road ahead looked like the edge of a cliff. I was blind as to whether there was another car in front of us. I let off the accelerator a tiny bit but quickly realized that I’d allowed the Mustang to creep up along my side.

      Bam! The shotgun blast caught the rear side panel of the Charger. A few of the pellets had caught the rear window. House didn’t have a shot from the passenger side without sticking her body out the window and shooting over the roof of the car. That would have left her completely vulnerable to a shotgun blast to the face. Not ideal.

      I gripped the steering wheel tighter. I had no option but to press ahead. “Hang on!” I shouted.

      Five seconds later, we were airborne, soaring over the downward slope of the hill as if it were a ski jump. Nearly a quarter of the way down the hill, we touched down, front wheels first, followed by the front of the chassis. The jarring landing forced my grip to break from the steering wheel for a few seconds.

      The Mustang slammed into the road with the same amount of force, bouncing up and down as the wheels struggled to retain traction. From there on, it was a straight shot back into the Presidio. The road ahead was clear of traffic, and I accelerated.

      Into the wooded park we went, driving on a narrow two-lane. I had to lower our speed on the winding road, but still our tires hugged the turns loudly. Not long after, we heard the first of SFPD’s sirens. Two units had come up behind the Mustang with blue and red lights flashing.

      “Should we try to slow, sandwich them?” I shouted to House.

      “We could try.” House got back on the radio and worked with the dispatcher to coordinate with SFPD. One of the patrol cars sped up alongside the Mustang in an effort to block it in so we could execute a controlled stop. But no sooner had it gotten in position than the shotgun was turned on the patrol car, and two shots were fired, sending it swerving away, jumping the curb into the brush.

      We needed a better plan. We would be exiting the secluded park soon and be back in the quiet streets of a residential area. That was the last place I wanted to lead our high-speed chase.

      SFPD had radioed that a corridor had been cleared on Geary Boulevard. If we could steer ourselves there, they had more vehicles waiting and could try another controlled stop. Geary was a straight, four-lane highway. The conditions wouldn’t get any better than that. A roadblock was out of the question, I told them. Whoever was behind the wheel was on a kamikaze mission.

      We exited the Presidio and got onto Highway 1. The road had been cleared, and more SFPD units and as well as a few bureau cars joined the chase. I turned right onto Geary, leading the Mustang. From behind, a patrol car passed the Mustang until it drove even with us. Together we could seal off both lanes and start to slow down. But that didn’t work. The Mustang accelerated and approached the rear of the patrol car and executed a perfect PIT maneuver, steering into the left rear corner of the vehicle and sending it spinning into the oncoming lane. No one had seen that coming.

      More fire from the shotgun had me pressing harder on the accelerator. The throaty growl of the engine rumbled up through my seat. SFPD tried once more to box the car and even tried a PIT maneuver themselves, but both times, the Mustang avoided the trap with the help of numerous shotgun blasts.

      The Mustang moved up behind us and tapped our rear. If I had slowed just a bit, that tap would have turned into something much more. Geary had turned back into a two-lane highway, and we were fast approaching the cliffs that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. We had looped completely back around toward the Cliff House restaurant. A single metal guardrail to the right of us was all that separated us from the edge and a hundred-foot drop to the rocky remains of the Sutro Baths below.

      The Mustang approached us once again.

      “Abby, watch out!” House shouted. “They could bump us right over the cliff.”

      I’d had the same thought. It would be deadly if we were sent into an uncontrollable spin.

      A loud thunk sounded as the Mustang rammed us from behind. I remained in control, swerving once. Up ahead, the road veered to the right. I knew I couldn’t hug that curve with the speed I had the Charger traveling at.

      “He’s planning on running us straight off the road!” I screamed at House.

      “Not if I can help it.” House unbuckled her seatbelt.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Ending this!” House stuck herself out the window, her waistline resting on the window frame. She held her Glock with both hands and fired. The Mustang swerved behind us, crossing the lane before righting itself back behind us. House fired again, shattering the front window.

      “The turn. I have to slow.” I eased off the gas, but the Mustang maintained its speed. He was going to ram our vehicle right through the guardrail, even if it meant taking the plunge with us.

      “Keep us steady!” House shouted. She fired twice more.

      There was a loud popping noise followed by more screeching. The Mustang swerved from side to side. Each time, the driver overcorrected. The arcs widened. The Mustang fought to regain control. House had shot out the front right tire. It flapped around, sending chunks of rubber into the air and leaving only the rim. Sparks flew forth as the rim itself began to disintegrate.

      I hooked the wheel to the left. Come on, baby. Hold it. Hold it! The car turned, the centrifugal force pulling my body to the right. House was still halfway out of the car and hanging on for dear life. I swear I felt the car lift a bit off the road.

      My eyes shot to the rearview mirror. The Mustang couldn’t hold the turn. I watched it slide across the road, the front right rim unable to provide any sort of traction. The vehicle slammed into the guardrail, uprooting a chunk of it and taking it with it as it drove off the cliff.

      I hit the brakes, and the Charger slid to a screeching stop. I turned back to see the Mustang in midair, soaring like a seagull heading out to sea.

      It continued its arced trajectory downward toward the large, rocky formations that jutted upward through the crashing surf. It was on a path of collision with a towering mass of jagged rock that stuck out of the churn of whitewash like an exclamation point.

      The front of the vehicle slammed into the hardened mass and crumpled like a metal accordion upon impact before the gas tank exploded, emitting a loud booming sound that reverberated inside my chest. A fiery ball shot up into the sky with thick, black, billowing smoke trailing behind it. The Mustang teetered on its front, almost vertical, before tilting to the side and tumbling off the rock and into the frothy waves.

      The flames disappeared, and the column of black smoke turned gray and then white. House and I exited the car and ran to the edge of the road in time to see the bubbling ocean swallow the car whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t prove beyond a doubt that the two women in the car were a team from the game, but when a recovery crew retrieved the car and bodies, there were telling signs. GoPro cameras were found. One actually survived the fiery crash, and we were able to review the footage. It had been attached to the driver’s side. Most of the footage came from the POV from the driver’s seat looking out except for a small snippet at the beginning. A redhead spoke into the camera and said, “I’m coming for you.”

      At the time, we were unable to identify the driver. The car wreck had removed most of her face, so we used a video grab from the camera to conduct a facial-recognition match. It came up empty. So did a search for a fingerprint match in our database. She was clean. No personal identification was found, though we were able to recover a smartphone. Unfortunately, saltwater had damaged it, making its contents irretrievable.

      We were, however, able to identify the other woman. Her name was Alexis Cannon. We tracked down an address for her in the Castro neighborhood, where she worked part time at a small bookstore. Her employer had nothing good or terrible to say about her. Her coworkers said they hadn’t known her that well, that she had kept to herself. The only information I had been able to pry from them was that they said Alexis, or Alex, had a new girlfriend. They didn’t know any more than that. I suspect they had conveniently forgotten.

      A week later, we received a tip from the manager of a hotel in the financial district. We had circulated information about the redhead along with a description and video grab of her face to all the hotels. We weren’t sure if she was from out of town, but we took a chance.

      The manager said he remembered seeing a guest fitting the description and had surveillance footage of her entering the lobby that we could review. The video wasn’t the best quality and in black and white. We had to take his word that she had red hair. With that said, she certainly appeared to have the same body characteristics: tall, pale skin, similar length in hair. The passport information she had provided belonged to a deceased woman in the UK. Again, we were left without closure.

      In my heart, I knew these women had been playing the game. My take was that Alex was a hired gun and the redhead was the actual player or at least the one spearheading things. I couldn’t prove it, but at that point, it didn’t really matter. What mattered was that the mastermind was dead, and the game had been shut down. So why had she still come after me? Had she not gotten the memo? More importantly, were there others like her who would make an attempt?

      I discussed that possibility at length with Reilly. “Abby, I think she was an anomaly. Maybe she didn’t know the game was over, or she did but felt committed or something. There’s no way to know.” He shrugged.

      I admit, I agreed with him on the reasoning. There was simply no reason for another team to come after me. It was risky with no monetary incentive. Then again, these people weren’t exactly rational individuals.

      I chucked the matter into a mental file. In all the years that I have served in law enforcement, I had put countless people behind bars and, in that process, made a lot of enemies. At any moment, one of my arrests could come back to haunt me. That was just the nature of my job and something I had to live with. I couldn’t go on wondering if the next person I ran into on the street had a vendetta against me. I don’t operate that way.

      With the Chasing Chinatown case closed, it was time to get on with my life. And I had. I actually met a nice man, a financial manager. He wasn’t Chinese, so Po Po didn’t approve. His name was Greg and he was originally from the Midwest—Chicago to be exact. I had met him while the family and I were out enjoying Dim Sum Sunday. He had been eating in the same restaurant with a few friends of his.

      I remember him walking straight over to our table, no hesitation, and boldly introducing himself to me. Right away he had checked off two items on my ever-evolving list of requirements. He was confident. I could have been married, considering I had children. Secondly, if he had come to the conclusion I was a single mother, it didn’t deter him. I’m a package deal. No single servings.

      While there seemed to be a heartbeat in my love life, I couldn’t say the same for Kang. A month and a half later, he came to see Ryan compete in his first kung fu tournament. It was small, local, and mostly kids from his dojo and another. Still, I appreciated Kang’s support. I knew it made Ryan happy to see him sitting in the bleachers with me. Kang had made good on his word and had two sparring sessions with Ryan. Twice that day, he was mistaken for Ryan’s father. We had good chuckle over it.

      “We make a pretty good fake couple, don’t we?” Kang said.

      “The perfect team.”

      “Yeah, maybe we should make one of those ‘if we’re not married by a certain date, we marry each other’ pacts.”

      “Not a bad idea.”

      You’d think we’d be perfect for each other the way we get along and flirt. It’s confusing. Anyway, about his love life…

      “Suzi’s moving out.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Having a corpse in our living room was the turning point. She was already on edge when she found out her driver had been murdered.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it seems like a natural response. Most people would have freaked out had they experienced the same.”

      “I think it’s over.”

      “Didn’t you guys just start dating again like six months ago?”

      “Something like that. But my job, it’s affecting her more than ever and not in a you’re-working-too-late kind of way.”

      I threw my arm around my friend and gave him a hug. “Cheer up. You still have me,” I said, flashing my choppers at him. “Remember our pact?”

      “So it’s on.” Kang slapped his palms against his thighs.

      “Sure. Why not?” I laughed and flipped my hair off my neck.

      “I’ll have to compete with Timothy Green for your attention. He’s about your height, so he might have an advantage.”

      “I like my men tall.” I hadn’t yet told Kang about Greg and the three wonderful dates I had been on. After hearing about Suzi, I decided then wasn’t the right time. It seemed like it was never the right time for us.

      Or maybe it was.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lester Wang muttered a slew of possible excuses before inhaling on the cigarette he held between his stubby fingers. The building demolition he was overseeing was two days behind schedule. On another job it might not have been a big deal, but the profit margins on this project were so thin that any sort of delay would easily affect the bottom line. As the foreman, he and he alone was responsible for keeping to the schedule.

      The salty breeze that day kept most of Hong Kong at a steady seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit, even with the noon sun beating down on Victoria Harbor, creating a bed of glistening shingles on its surface. Wang stood alone on the most eastern end of the Tsim Sha Tsui waterfront promenade, his eyes scanning the calm waters.

      He took another pull on his cigarette, cheeks caving inward, as he struggled to think of a creative way to make up the lost time. The puttering sound from the diesel-driven junks that shuttled passengers between Kowloon and Hong Kong Island filled the air. Add the squawking of gulls and the occasional shouting from fishermen on nearby boats, and Wang had a hard time concentrating on a solution. He gave his bald head a quick wipe with his hand and headed back to the job site.

      Until then, demolition had moved steadily on the project, with the top five floors already having been leveled. No heavy machinery or swinging wrecking balls were used. Instead the building was being dismantled with the help of jackhammers, sledgehammers, and good old-fashioned manpower. The rhythmic thumping of the hammers against the slabs of concrete was reminiscent of chain gangs on train tracks.

      The developer of the project was due to arrive for an update, which is what had Wang on edge that day. Delivering bad news to the boss was never fun. He shouted at his men to keep up the pace, hoping somehow they would make up at least a day’s worth of work within the next few hours. Wishful thinking.
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        * * *

      

      A construction worker on the fifth floor dragged a jackhammer over to one of the few remaining load-bearing walls on that level. He lowered his noise-reduction earmuffs and angled the chisel point of the hammer into the seam where the wall met the floor. He widened his stance and braced himself before pushing down firmly against the machine’s handles. The steel tip chewed steadily, sending debris splintering in all directions until a portion of the wall collapsed. A large chunk, the size of a carry-on suitcase, broke free and tumbled off the edge of the building. It fell fifty feet and hit the soft dirt with a dull thump, nearly flattening another worker in the process.

      The thin man yelped as he jumped back. Dressed in a blue long-sleeve T-shirt, faded jeans, black sneakers, and a yellow hard hat, he shook his fist at the man and shouted in Cantonese, “You trying to kill me?”

      As he turned to walk away, something about the concrete chunk caught his eye. He bent down for a closer look and instantly fell back onto his hands, scurrying backward and nearly twisting his ankle in the process. Embedded in the concrete and staring back at him were two blackened eye sockets of a skull.
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        * * *

      

      What is it now? Wang thought as he made his way over to the distraught worker, his small potbelly bouncing as he walked over the uneven ground. His cigarette still dangled from the corner of his mouth. “What’s going on? We have a schedule to meet,” he said, tapping at his bare wrist as if he were wearing a watch.

      “Look for yourself. That’s a skeleton,” the young worker said defensively.

      Wang let out a dismissive breath. He was used to the men coming up with asinine excuses to avoid working harder or longer hours. “What are you talking about? Huh? There’s nothing here.”

      “Look closer,” the worker said, jabbing his forefinger.

      Wang took a last pull on his cigarette before burying the butt into the dirt with the heel of his boot. He bent down and peered at the concrete chunk, lifting it slightly. His eyes squinted into thin slits. “No way. This is an animal. A dog. Get back to work.” He stood and brushed the concrete dust off his palms.

      “Are you kidding? That’s someone’s head,” the confused worker said.

      By then, other men on the site had gathered around the questionable chunk of concrete, each one voicing his own opinion of whether the skull was human or animal. It wasn’t until the jackhammer operator who had separated the piece of concrete from the building’s structure yelled from his perch above them that everyone fell silent.

      “He’s right!”

      “You have an eagle eye?” Wang called out, clearly irritated with this unnecessary delay. Do they plan this crap or just make it up as they go? “You can’t see anything from there.”

      “I don’t have to, because the rest of the body is up here in the wall.”
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      My eyes shot open from a deep sleep as violent shaking bounced the wooden legs of my bedframe against the hardwood floors. Perfume bottles, facial creams, and cosmetic containers on top of my dresser clanked against each other before toppling over. A framed picture of my family shook off its hook and fell to floor. The pop of glass shattering followed. But what had me frozen in bed, unable to move at the moment, was the indescribable rumbling that seemed to ring out from all directions. The dozen of little rumblings I’d felt since moving to San Francisco did nothing to prepare me for this.

      It felt like minutes, but only a few seconds had passed before I came to my senses and my instincts kicked in. The kids. I jumped out of bed, hands outstretched for balance as I worked to cover my nakedness with my robe. Our old Victorian home rocked violently, more than I could have ever imagined it would. Thoughts of the house collapsing, the ground rupturing and swallowing us whole, filled my thoughts. I’m gonna die just like they do in the movies.

      This was the big one. The one every expert had been talking about for decades—the earthquake responsible for leveling the entire Bay Area. It would dwarf the one that had destroyed San Francisco in 1906. I had to get to the kids. And in the meantime, I was praying the city’s stringent building codes would keep the house from collapsing.

      I grabbed hold of the door handle and pulled my bedroom door open. Once in the hall, I heard my seven-year-old, Lucy, screaming from her room. Before I could take a step in that direction, the bedroom door next to mine burst open and my ten-year-old, Ryan, appeared. Bug-eyed and yelling, he skirted past me for the stairs. “It’s the end of the world. We’re going to die!”

      I grabbed him by the back of his shirt and jerked him to a stop. “No, we’re not. Come with me!”

      “We have to get out!” he shouted. “The house is going to fall on us.”

      “We need to get your sister.”

      Ryan wrapped both arms around me as we headed down the hall to Lucy’s room. I kept a hand on the wall for balance as the house continued to thrash us about. When we reached her room, she lay frozen in bed, squeezing Dim Sum, her stuffed panda, tightly against her chest. Tears flowed down her face as she wailed hysterically. “Mommy! Mommy!”

      I had anchored her dresser to the wall, but it still jerked enough to cause a few of the plastic snow globes on top of it to fly off and bounce across the floor. This only further ignited Ryan’s screaming, which hadn’t stopped since I grabbed him in the hallway. He continued his prophecy: “We’re going to die!”

      I forced him down onto the ground next to Lucy’s bed. “Lie here!”

      I grabbed Lucy’s arm and dragged her off her bed and onto the floor next to her brother. “Lucy, everything will be okay. Mommy’s here.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to get inside a doorway in an earthquake? We’re going to die here,” Ryan said as his eyes locked onto mine. His face was pure panic.

      “We’re safe here.” I lay next to Lucy and wrapped my arms around both of them. “We’re riding this out. It’s like a rollercoaster.”

      I had read a lot about earthquake preparedness and survival since our move to the city that was famous for rocking and rolling. One of the first things I did upon our arrival was to pack two duffle bags with the essentials: dry food, batteries, flashlights, and first aid kits. I also stored four cases of bottled water. And as soon as we were fully unpacked, I anchored all of the furniture.

      The one piece of information I’d found invaluable had to do with a theory called the Triangle of Life. It was controversial because not everyone agreed on it or accepted it like they did the notion of standing in a doorway or getting under a table. Supposedly it could make survival possible in the event of major structural failure—a pancake collapse. Testing had shown the survival rate for those who sought duck-and-cover positions was nil. However, those who sought an area next to a support structure survived every time.

      As we huddled next to the bed, I imagined the pictures in the articles I’d read where people survived in the triangle formed when a structure collapsed over some solid item. The way I figured it, if the house collapsed, the bed would compact, and a survivable space would be created. At least, I hoped so.

      None of us said anything as the rumbling magnified, along with the sounds of objects falling throughout the house. A large boom sounded from downstairs. Is that the hutch in the corner of the living room? It was a recent purchase, and I hadn’t gotten around to anchoring it to the wall.

      Lucy hadn’t stopped trembling against my chest. She was sandwiched between me and Ryan, who had his back flush against the bed. It seemed like the shaking would never stop. The rumbling was worse though. I had never heard anything quite like it. If I had to describe the sound, I would say standing near railroad tracks while a train passes by would give you an idea of what it sounded like. That, or you could imagine planet Earth shaking a raised fist.

      And just when I thought it would never end, it did.

      The house stopped moving, and an eerie calm fell over the room. A beat later, I recognized the obnoxious alarms from multiple cars wailing in the distance. This was the first earthquake our family had experienced. Sure, we’d felt small trembles and a little rolling—that sort of seismic activity happened on a daily basis. We would always laugh and say, “Hey, it’s another earthquake.” We had just experienced a rude and extremely terrifying awakening about what an earthquake could really feel like.

      I pulled my head back and looked into Lucy’s eyes. Still alive. I looked over at her brother. Still alive. But before I could breathe a sigh of relief, a prickly chill erupted along my spine. There was still one other person in the house who hadn’t been accounted for. My mother-in-law. Po Po!
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      “Come, on,” I said, prompting the kids to stand up. The three of us hurried down the stairs. I thought the worst.

      Po Po lived in one of the two bedrooms on the first floor of our three-story Victorian. The other ground-floor bedroom was reserved for guests.

      “Po Po!” I called out as my foot hit the ground floor, and I pivoted into the long hallway that led to the rear of the house. As we passed the kitchen, I briefly saw that the cabinet doors were open and broken glassware and dishes were scattered across the floor. Dry goods had also found their way out of the cabinets and onto the counters and the floor.

      We continued through the hall that led to the rear of the house. Po Po’s room was the first one, just past the kitchen. I crashed into her door with my shoulder, as I wasn’t able to turn the knob quick enough to open it. The second try had me standing in an open doorway looking at her lying still under the covers of her bed. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead. Please not a heart attack.

      Both children were right behind me, each with a hand gripping a part of my clothing. I thought briefly about having them wait outside, but there wasn’t a chance I would be able to pry them off of me. I took a deep breath before approaching her bedside, prepared for the worst.

      “Po Po?” She didn’t answer. “Are you okay?” I stood over her and saw no movement in her chest. Shit! I pressed two fingers against the side of her neck. That was when she opened her eyes.

      “I not dead,” she said calmly in her broken English.

      “Oh, sheesh. I thought you had— Why didn’t you answer me?”

      “I was thanking whoever in charge.”

      Po Po wasn’t a religious person, but she was quick to acknowledge when a “thank you” was in order. “Are you hurt anywhere?” I asked as I gently pressed the blanket covering her.

      “I’m fine,” she said, batting my hand away.

      “I was so scared, Po Po,” Lucy said, looking at her grandmother.

      “Me too,” Po Po responded.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, Po Po.” Ryan leaned over the bed and hugged her.

      I gave Po Po’s room a quick once-over. There were a couple of fallen items on the carpet, none of them broken. She had the only carpeted room in the house. She insisted on it.

      “Come on, Po Po. Let’s survey the damage. Wait until you see the kitchen.”

      I helped her out of bed. She wore a blue nightgown. “It’s bad?” she asked as she slipped her feet into a pair of white house slippers and eased herself off the bed.

      “Nothing major, from what I could see. Just a mess. I don’t know about the rest of the house. I think I heard the hutch topple over.”

      Before we went any farther, I insisted we all put shoes on. I didn’t need anyone cutting their feet on broken glass. The kids each had sneakers in the shoe holder next to the backdoor. I slid my feet into a pair of running shoes.

      Po Po tsked as she stood in front of the open kitchen. She had both hands resting on her waist as she surveyed the room. I flipped the light switch. The power was out, though by then the sun had already risen, spilling enough natural light to see. I picked up a large plastic clock that used to hang on the kitchen wall; it was nearing seven a.m.

      “I need to check the gas line and make sure it isn’t ruptured. Lucy, Ryan, stay here with Po Po.”

      As I reached the sitting room at the front of the house, my earlier thoughts were confirmed. The hutch had toppled over. The side facing me had splintered open, and there were shards of glass surrounding it, which told me the glass cabinet covers were no more. I had bought the hutch so that Po Po had a place to house her Chinese knick-knacks: porcelain vases, jade sculptures, a few paintings, olive wood and ivory carvings. Nothing of immense value, more sentimental. She had brought them with her when we moved from Hong Kong.

      “Holy moly!”

      I turned around to find Ryan standing behind me. Considering the situation, he looked a bit ridiculous dressed in his tighty-whities and a light blue t-shirt.

      “Man, Po Po is going to be mad,” he said as he approached the hutch.

      “Watch out. There’s broken glass in here.”

      “Don’t worry, Abby. I know where to step.”

      I didn’t mind that Ryan called me by my name and not mom. He was only three when his biological mother passed, old enough to remember her. “I thought I told you to stay with Po Po.”

      “No way! I want to see the damage.”

      A few seconds later, Lucy and Po Po appeared. Lucy clamped her hand over her mouth as she saw the hutch. Po Po tsked even more loudly when she saw the mess.

      The large, twenty-by-twenty-inch family portrait that hung next to the hutch had also fallen during the quake. The large wooden frame that encased the photo had cracked open at one of the corners. I could probably fix that sucker with Krazy Glue. That fricking frame had cost me an arm and a leg—more than the photo session. I wasn’t about to dole out cash for another custom job: Note to self: Only order prints in standard frame sizes.

      A glass vase that held a week-old bouquet of flowers had fallen off a small table near the front door. The glass was thick so it survived the fall. A few of Ryan’s judo trophies had fallen off the shelves above the fireplace.

      He picked one up. “No damage. Tough like me,” he said with a large grin before placing it back on the shelf.

      From what I could tell, the first floor was not too damaged, considering the amount of shaking the house had endured. I wondered briefly about my office on the third floor. I headed toward the front door, Po Po and the kids right behind me. Apparently we would all be checking the gas line.
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      The four of us exited the house in a huddle. A few of Po Po’s potted plants on the front porch had toppled, and one of the ceramic pots with a jade plant had cracked and spewed black soil. More tsking from Po Po as we walked past the porch damage and down the front steps.

      Our home was a fixer-upper. Over the years, I had completed a bunch of renovations that included replacing the rotted décor pieces on the facade, giving it a new paint job, and treating the termite-infested areas. Most of the work needed was cosmetic. The house had good bones. The previous owners had just let it go. Thankfully, they’d had the foresight to have the house retrofitted to the latest seismic-resistant specifications, which intended for the home to sway horizontally with the rolling of the quake. And boy, did our house roll with it earlier. The seismic retrofitting seemed to have done its job.

      The gas line was located on the right side of the house, along the tiny pathway that led to the backyard. I heard no hissing and didn’t smell anything. Everything seemed intact.

      I could hear voices on the other side of the tall hedge that separated our property from that of our neighbors, John and Michi O’Brien. They were a fortyish couple who moved in two years after we did. They had a little girl, Shelby, about the same age as my Lucy.

      “Everyone okay over there?” I called out.

      “We’re fine,” I heard John call back. “Just a lot of broken stuff. You guys all right?”

      “We’re all accounted for. Just surveying the damage.”

      As we continued toward the backyard, I looked for the obvious visual damage and paid attention to any small signs that the house might have been separated from its foundation. We have a small concrete slab just outside of the enclosed porch in the back. A large crack ran down the middle of it. A few more potted plants on the back porch had toppled. The anchor in our backyard was a tall pine tree. Pinecones littered the lawn, but all of its branches were still intact.

      We returned to the front of the house where we found most of our neighbors were also outside checking for damage to their homes. A few had gathered on the footpath near the front of my property. Most of them were long-time residents of the city.

      They were making comparisons to the Loma Prieta quake in 1989—the worst quake the city had experienced since the big one in 1906. The one thing everyone talked about and vividly remembered was the collapse of the Cypress Street Viaduct, a two-tier freeway. A section of the upper deck had completely collapsed onto the lower level, crushing cars and killing forty-two people. That was a prime example of a pancake collapse. Everyone who remained inside their vehicles had been crushed. Had they gotten out and laid or sat on the side of their cars, they would have survived.

      The Osakas, who lived across the street, were telling us about the apartment they lived in during that time, how part of their exterior wall had crumbled. Partway through their dialogue, the aftershock hit.

      The kids freaked. I caught Ryan’s arm and stopped him from running around like a chicken without a head. I moved the kids and Po Po to the middle of the yard, away from tree branches and electrical lines, and we rode it out. Two more aftershocks struck in the following forty-minute period. By then, no one really wanted to venture back into the house.

      It took another three hours for power to be restored to our area. When it had, I turned on the TV. Channel 5 was reporting that the epicenter was located in Bodega Bay along a section of the San Andreas Fault system. Early reports from California Institute of Technology said the quake registered a 4.5 on the Richter scale. Big enough to scare the crap out of people and cause damage, but not enough to be deadly like the 6.9 quake in ’89. We got lucky.

      Footage of the damage had begun to flow into the media outlets. There were a couple of partial building collapses, mostly old structures. No residential buildings. Two deaths were reported, elderly people who’d suffered heart attacks. Most of the damage reported was superficial: crumbled chimneys, a few downed power lines, cracks in sidewalks, and whatnot. No fires, thankfully. Three days of uncontrollable fire was what really destroyed eighty percent of San Francisco in 1906.

      The media also reported that, if people did observe structural damage in their homes, to call the numbers of city-approved engineering firms to assess the soundness of the building. A citywide closure of all schools had also been issued, obviously, until they could survey the structures for damage. The kids would have the next few days off. I would have kept them home anyway.

      We spent the rest of the day cleaning up the mess. Ryan and Lucy were responsible for tackling their bedrooms. Po Po took over the kitchen, her domain. I handled the sitting and dining room plus my office on the third floor. The media room, opposite my office, had no broken objects. Our neighbor John came over and helped me move the hutch to the sidewalk out front.

      All in all, the earthquake could have been worse. I was thankful that it wasn’t.
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      Inspector David Lee stood with his hands on his hips as he craned his neck to look up at the building. By the time he’d arrived at the crime scene, the sun had set and the building had become a dark shell. There wasn’t much to see from his vantage point. CSI had yet to arrive, but Lee was eager to take a peek at the remains still embedded in the foundation of the building.

      “No one leaves until we have their contact information. And get the property taped off,” he said to the officers around him. “I want to keep the number of people tweeting pictures to a minimum.”

      Lee had already questioned the worker who had actually discovered the remains, and the two of them were waiting for the project manager before heading up to the fifth floor.

      “Here, put this on,” Wang said by way of introduction as he walked up and thrust a hard hat into Lee’s hands. “We’ll have to take the stairs.”

      “That’s fine.”

      The three of them headed inside the building, the light from their flashlights crisscrossing as they walked.

      “Is it safe?” Lee inquired when they were halfway up the stairwell.

      “Yes, of course,” Wang said. “How do you think my men get up to the top? This type of demolition doesn’t affect the structure of the building on the lower floors, just the floor that’s currently being worked on.”

      “Okay, then let me clarify. Is the fifth floor safe to be walking on?”

      “Relax.”

      On the fifth floor, the worker who discovered the body took navigational duties and led them to the wall. “Here it is,” he said, pointing his light at it. “You see? That’s the skeleton.” The beam of light traced what appeared to be a leg bone bent at the knee.

      Lee moved in for a closer look, adding the beam from his flashlight for further clarity. It quickly became clear to him that these were indeed human remains. What he couldn’t tell was whether the body had been dismembered. Only parts of the skeleton were visible while the rest was still hidden inside of the concrete. Only chipping away at the cement would reveal the truth.

      Footsteps approached. Another man, wearing a hard hat and carrying a flashlight, appeared from the dark stairwell.

      Lee spun around and held a hand out in front. “Sir, I’ll have to ask you to stop right there, turn around, and exit this building. This is an active crime scene.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe it’s not what you think,” the man said as he continued to approach them. His white-collared shirt bobbed like a beacon in the dark.

      “Who are you?” Lee demanded.

      “My name is Roger Song,” the man said, extending his hand as he drew closer. “I’m the developer.”

      Lee shook Song’s hand. “Still, I need you to evacuate this floor. In fact, let us all walk down together.” By then Lee had caught sight of a van from SEO, Scientific Evidence Officers, arriving.

      He shuffled the men in front of him and prompted them forward.

      “So how long do you think your men will be here?” Song asked. “A few hours?”

      Lee’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you kidding?”

      Song stopped mid-step on the landing between the fifth and fourth floor. Wang and the construction worker continued down. “No, I’m not. I have an aggressive timeline I need to stick to. I can’t have any unnecessary delays.”

      Lee placed a hand on Song’s shoulder. “I can assure you that investigating a skeleton in your building is not an unnecessary delay, and it isn’t something that will be resolved in the next few hours. My advice to you is to focus on a way to extend your deadline because I’m shutting this site down as of now.”

      “No, you can’t do that,” Song protested as Lee nudged him down the stairs.

      “I can, and there’s nothing you can do about it. That’s not a dead cat up there. It’s a human being.”

      Lee spent the next thirty minutes ignoring the developer’s pleas while he coordinated with Darren Wong, team leader for the SEO assigned to the case.

      “Any idea on how long it will take to process this type of crime scene?” Lee asked

      “Hard to say. I do know we’ll have to remove that entire section of the wall and bring it back to the lab. We’ll have a better handle on extracting the remains. My next question is whether or not we think there are more bodies contained within that building.”

      Lee let out long breath. “I have no idea. Let’s hope not.”

      “I’m with you, but hope won’t satisfy my curiosity. I’ll go ahead and have my team assess the situation. When we have figured out the best way to determine if there are more bodies, I’ll let you know. I can tell you this; it won’t be fast. I know that much. Whatever the approach, I imagine we’ll be out here for at least a week. Not only will we have to search the remaining structure, we’ll have to comb through existing debris here and find where the rest of the building has been dumped to be sure there aren’t bones that have already been discarded.”

      Lee thanked him. Wong’s assessment of the situation agreed with his gut. Skeletons in a building aren’t the typical open-and-shut case. Just then, the first news media van pulled up. Great.
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      The day after the earthquake, the kids were already doing much better. The aftershocks didn’t seem to be having the frightening effect on Ryan and Lucy that they did initially. They were still frequent but not as strong and had more of a gentle, rolling feel—Mother Nature’s way of reminding us who ruled.

      After talking with Po Po, we agreed it would be okay for her to stay home with the kids and for me to head into the office for a few hours. I hesitated at first. How much did work really need me? My cell service was out, but the landline still worked. If there were a pressing matter, I would have received a phone call—and I hadn’t. But Po Po seemed to have a handle on things, and her nerves of steel appeared to be back. I figured I could show my face for a few hours.

      The office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was located on Golden Gate Avenue in the Phillip Burton Federal Building, just north of the Civic Center. The drive there wasn’t bad. I usually took Chestnut Street to Polk. It was a straight shot from there, especially if I caught the timing on the lights right and saw green at every intersection.

      I still had my 370hp black Charger. I loved that car and was extremely happy I didn’t have to stick with one of the regulation vehicles issued to other agents. It took me a little longer to reach the office that day because a few of the stoplights were out, causing stop-and-go traffic.

      Inside the lobby, the metal detector and x-ray machine was up and running. The personnel manning the checkpoint assured me the elevator had been looked over and that it was working properly.

      “Any damage to the building?” I asked a guard as I placed my purse on the conveyor belt and handed my weapon to him.

      “Nah, it’s solid,” he said, walking my sidearm to other side of the metal detector and handing it back to me. “A couple of broken vases in the lobby and few cracks on the steps outside, but that’s about it.”

      “Yeah, I saw that on the way in. We’ll see what my desk looks like,” I said with a smile before collecting my purse.

      A few other agents I knew joined me in the elevator for the ride up to the thirteenth floor.

      “So you finally broke your cherry, eh Kane?” Agent Anthony Fritz eyed me as he leaned against the side of the elevator with both hands buried in the front pockets of his slacks.

      “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” I said.

      “How did the kids handle it?”

      “Scared of course. I’ll admit, the quake shook me up in more than one way, but we got through it.”

      “Boy, you’re lucky you weren’t around in ’89. Talk about rock and rolling,” Fritz said as he teetered on his feet with his arms out for balance. The other agents nodded their heads.

      It seemed everyone I spoke with compared this quake with the Loma Prieta quake. I guess that was the bar.

      Once cell service had been restored, I heard from a good friend of mine, another agent who worked in the Oakland field office, Tracy House. She had called to see if we were okay, knowing this was our first “shaky quaky,” as she called it. Over the years, our working relationship had developed into an honest-to-goodness friendship, one of the few I had in San Francisco.

      The other person I’d become close with was a detective from the San Francisco Police Department. I met Detective Kyle Kang in the most unusual of ways. While off duty, I clotheslined a perp he was chasing through Chinatown. To this day, he still denies my efforts, but I never let him forget it. He was the next ring on my phone.

      I thought I would have heard from Greg Walker, a man I had dated for a few months or so. Maybe breaking up with him was reason enough to merit his silence. Regardless, it felt good to know I had other people who cared about my family and me.

      The elevator dinged, and we exited. Most of the agents, me included, had a desk in the open-floor plan. The window offices were occupied by the higher-ups. My phone and a few other personal items had been shaken off my desk. My chair had fallen over. I picked up my things and righted my chair. Around me, other agents were cleaning their work areas.

      Before checking in with my supervisor, Special Agent Scott Reilly, I headed toward the breakroom to fix myself a cup of tea. A lady with janitorial services was in there cleaning up the mess on the floor. Amidst the pile she was sweeping into a dustbin, I recognized pieces of my mug that I kept in the cabinet. Another victim of the quake.

      I grabbed another mug then removed a small tin from my purse that I kept filled with oolong tea. Tieguanyin was the only tea I drank when I could help it. I let the leaves steep for a minute or so before taking my first sip. Ahhhh.

      “Hi,” I said, sticking my head through Reilly’s doorway.

      “Abby, how are you? How’s the family? Everyone okay?” He leaned back in his executive leather chair. He held a report in his left hand while his right elbow rested on the armrest and his palm supported his head.

      “A little shaken up, but we’re fine. I appreciate the concern. Looks like this place managed okay,” I said as I took a seat in the chair in front of his glass desk. Unevenly stacked yellow manila folders were scattered in piles all over it. “I see the quake left a mess in your office too.”

      “Yeah, but I got in early and already cleaned up.”

      Really? Could have fooled me.

      The metal blinds on the windows behind him were pulled up, something I rarely saw. Reilly preferred to keep them down and angled, providing him a view of the street. Below the window was a wooden credenza with a few framed personal pictures on top. One was of his daughter. She was twenty-two when she disappeared without a trace.

      “It’s been a while since we had a big one. I guess we were due.” Reilly removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes before returning the spectacles to his nose. He had been my supervisor since day one. He had always championed me, and we had a special working arrangement. My assignments were mostly white-collar crimes revolving around fraud. But because of my background as an inspector with the Hong Kong Police—specializing in organized crime and violent crimes in general, mostly serial killers—he reserved the right to pull me in on cases of that nature.

      “How’s the house? Everything still standing safely? I know you did some renovating.”

      “Yeah, aside from a few broken items. It’s fine. The previous owners had it retrofitted before we got it, thankfully.”

      “That’s important. A lot of property owners sustained massive damage in the Loma Prieta quake. Man, that one still gives me chills. I was at the third game of the World Series, enjoying a beer and a hot dog in the upper deck of Candlestick when it struck.”

      I had yet to meet a San Franciscan who called that ballpark by the branded names of companies that purchased the rights, such as 3Com or Monster Cable.

      “You can imagine how much sway we had. It wasn’t until I exited the ballpark and drove back to the city that I fully realized the extent of the damage caused by the quake. And then I got a call about the collapse of the freeway.” Reilly shook his head. “Terrible thing to have happened to those people.”

      “The FBI got involved?”

      “Nah. We had our hands full with another quake-related matter. Just north of Bolinas, the ground split open, revealing a massive grave.”

      “What? Like bodies piled on one another, or an old cemetery?”

      “A hippie commune was located on that land about twenty-five years earlier. From what we know, they kept to themselves and were completely self-sufficient. They farmed their own food and handled their own medical needs. Because of this, they easily flew under the radar, considering they were squatting on federal land.”

      “So they buried their dead there?”

      “I wish the reasoning was as simple as that. Our investigation led us to think otherwise. Toxicology reports from the bodies confirmed that all thirty-two people—men, women, children—had all succumbed to arsenic poisoning.”

      “Sounds reminiscent of the mass killing in Guyana by that cult leader. What was his name?” I snapped my fingers repeatedly.

      “Jim Jones.”

      I slapped my thigh. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “Well, this was more like Jane Jones. We identified all the bodies but none of them turned out to be the woman who ran the commune. That case is still open. Never solved.”

      “Wait, you’re not planning on putting me on this cold case are you?”

      Reilly shifted in his chair as he waved off my comment. “Your schedule is clear. If I remember correctly, you have a family vacation coming up.”

      “Oh, yes. That. Well, I’m thinking of postponing it.”

      “Don’t do it, Abby. If there was ever a time to get out of the city, now would be it. Where were you planning on taking the family? Disney World?”

      “That was last year. This year it’s all about culture and heritage. We’re heading to Hong Kong.”
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      At ten a.m. Inspector Lee arrived at the Ho Man Tin Government Offices at 88 Chung Hau Street in the Kowloon district. Inside the complex, housed within a small building was the government laboratory specializing in forensics. It was completely separate from the Hong Kong Police Headquarters located across the bay on Hong Kong Island. Lee had an appointment to meet with the senior chemist in charge, Dr. Jian Fang. He was a staple in the Medical Examiner’s Office, logging in twenty-five years and the best they had.

      “Dr. Fang.” Lee approached him in a hallway and offered his right hand. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “You haven’t had a case worthy of my time,” Fang said with a chuckle.

      “Fair enough. So what’s the news?”

      “Let me show you.” Fang led Lee through swinging double doors and down another hall. He wore his usual attire: a white lab coat over a dress shirt and slacks. No tie. Fang had glasses set in an oversized tortoise frame with a thick lens that magnified his eyes, including the bags underneath. He kept his salt-and-pepper hair short and parted on the left side.

      The buzz of the fluorescent light in the hall was constant aside from the occasional flicker. The beige walls peeled in many areas, revealing a number of coats underneath. The speckled white tiles on the floor were chipped and dingy. Lee figured they probably hadn’t been polished in years.

      “You know it’ll take everything breaking down at once for our request for upgrades to be taken seriously. We’re lucky the front doors still lock.” Fang shook his head.

      The two continued through another swinging door and eventually through a secured, single doorway and into an examination room. There were four metal autopsy tables lined up in a row. Bodies covered with light blue sheets occupied all but one.

      “We were able to chip all of the concrete away from the skeleton. Took my assistant and me nearly all night. I slept in the office.”

      “I appreciate your efforts,” Lee said, delivering a pat to the doctor’s bony shoulder.

      Fang grabbed a pair of latex gloves off the black countertop that ran the length of the room. “It’s a male, as we suspected.”

      He stopped in front of the third table that had skeletal remains spread out over it. Lee recognized the skull at the top of the table as the one he had seen earlier. The rest of the body was in pieces. The spine was broken in two. The ribcage was a pile of short and long bits. Part of the right arm, below the elbow, was splintered in a number of pieces. The left arm was fully intact. Both legs sustained breaks at the knee level. It looked like a rudimentary puzzle.

      “Are the breaks caused from removing the body from the concrete or was this body dismembered?”

      “Unfortunately, this was the result of our removal process. From what we can tell, the body, when it was imprisoned in the cement, was fully intact.”

      “Are you able to give a time a death? The building was constructed fifteen years ago.”

      “That’s enough time for body tissue to disappear, even entombed in cement. It prevented bacteria and insects from attacking the tissue for quite some time, though. I’m guessing it took about ten years for the tissue to decompose. The body could have been placed in that building when it was built or shortly after but not recently.”

      “What happened to this area?” Lee pointed at the groin.

      “Mummification. There are two reasons why this took place. When we were chipping away at the cement, we discovered small air pockets near the outer extremities of the body. It’s the reason why the arms, legs, and skull have no tissue remaining. A bacterium doesn’t need much room to travel. These pockets of air would have allowed that to happen.”

      “And the other reason?”

      “Adipocere, or what we call grave wax.”

      Lee raised an eyebrow and tilted his head slightly to the side.

      Fang smiled. “Fat causes grave wax. Your victim had a bit of a belly.”

      “Or a big ass,” Lee said, prompting Fang to laugh.

      “Yeah, that’s also a contender.

      “Anything else you can tell me?”

      “Well, clearly this wasn’t a work-related accident.”

      “Yeah, I got that, but go ahead and tell me why.”

      “Even though the skull had been found in a separate piece of concrete, that doesn’t mean the demolition efforts were the reason it broke off.” Fang removed a pen from the front pocket of his lab coat and pointed at the skull.

      Lee noticed the large road map of veins on the back of the doctor’s hand. The skin was loose and dotted with sunspots. They matched the spots on Fang’s cheeks and neck. Lee wasn’t quite sure of Fang’s exact age, but he guessed the man was in his mid-sixties, maybe closer to seventy.

      “We got lucky here. Take a look at where the head separated from the torso. You see how the vertebra here is flat? This suggests the victim was decapitated with a sharp instrument—an axe perhaps. If it had been snapped off, say from the hardening of the concrete or from the demolition, the surface area would be jagged.”

      “Hmmm, an unwilling participant.”

      Fang nodded. “I would agree with that. The victim was killed in another location, then the body was transported to the building. Hiding it inside a wall was a good plan until someone decided to knock the building down. You’re looking at the original developer or an early owner, given the timing of death.”

      Lee nodded. “We need to identify this body if this case is to go anywhere.”

      “Well, I have some good news,” Fang said as he removed his gloves and tossed them in a nearby trashcan. “It won’t be a problem to extract DNA from the mummified section. If you can give us a person to crosscheck it with, we can make a match and identify the body. In the meantime, I’ll run the DNA profile through our database. I’m not hopeful. Recordkeeping fifteen years ago wasn’t very complete.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Don’t forget about the teeth. A dental match is also possible, but again, we need someone to check it against. Provide me with a list, and we’ll start the process.”
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      After meeting with Fang, Lee headed back to HKP Headquarters. As an inspector with the Criminal Intelligence Bureau (CIB), his duties focused primarily on coordinating and gathering intelligence and then determining which crime investigation unit would handle the case. In regard to the skeleton, Lee suspected from the beginning that the Organized Crime and Triad Bureau (OCTB) would handle the case. The talk with Fang only confirmed his initial suspicions about the body.

      He knocked on the wooden frame of the doorway of Inspector Leslie Choi, the person in charge of the OCTB.

      “Got a sec?” Lee mouthed, peering inside.

      Leslie was on her cell phone, twirling her shoulder-length black hair with her fingers. She motioned for him to come inside while she continued her phone conversation. “Yes, I’m so excited to see you and the kids and Po Po too. It’s been way too long. Call me as soon as you land, okay?”

      “Family visiting?” Lee asked as he sat in one of the two chairs positioned in front of Leslie’s gray metal desk. Her office wasn’t what one would expect for someone in charge of one of the largest and most heavily overworked departments. She had standard-issue office furniture, consisting of a desk, two chairs, filing cabinets, and a shelving unit. An Aeron chair was the only luxury she allowed herself, and she also chose a smaller, windowless office. It was known that she wanted to be near and working closely with the men and women in the OCTB—a sign that she was still one of them. Because of that attitude, she developed unwavering loyalty from the officers in her department and out of it. They would do anything she asked of them—no small feat considering she was a woman working in a male-dominated environment.

      Leslie’s pink lips stretched wide across her face, showing off her pearly whites. “I would say so,” she said. “That person on the phone was the one and only Abby Kane.”

      “Kane? Man, I haven’t seen her since she left the force.”

      Abby had been Leslie’s predecessor and was the first woman to ever run a department, and the OCTB no less. “She truly paved the way for women on the force and made it possible for me to take over. I have her to thank for hectic hours, seven days a week.” Leslie let out a laugh.

      Lee joined in, his shoulders bouncing in the process. “Do you see her often?”

      “No, I’m in the same boat as you. We talk but, you know, it’s not the same.”

      “Yeah. So is she coming for business?”

      “Nope. It’s all play. And I intend on helping her. She’s bringing her kids and her mother-in-law. I’m really looking forward to seeing them all.”

      “Sounds like fun, but…” Lee allowed his words to trail.

      “You’re about to rain on my damn parade, right?”

      “You know I don’t want to.”

      “Bring it on,” Leslie said, gesturing with both hands as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. She wore a form-fitting black pantsuit, dangling hoop earrings, and light makeup.

      Lee filled her in on the skeleton found in the building. She nodded occasionally and waited until he’d finished briefing her before commenting.

      “I heard sound bites in the hallway about this and had a feeling it would fall on my desk,” she said.

      “Dr. Fang’s early findings sealed the deal for me. A decapitated victim buried in a building. Violent crime falls under your department’s jurisdiction. It may or may not be related to organized crime.”

      Over time, Leslie had become extremely knowledgeable on organized crime in China. The Triads, the Chinese equivalent of the Italian Mafioso, controlled Hong Kong. There were many factions, but the Wo Shing Wo were the biggest and most powerful.

      “The Triads don’t normally go through the trouble of hiding a body like this,” Leslie said. “When they do, it’s normally for good reason: an unsanctioned kill, someone within the organization, or perhaps this body is a well-known public figure. Any chance of the building containing more bodies?”

      “I’ve got a crew combing the building as we speak. Let’s hope this is the only one. Don’t need to feed the media.”

      A frown fell over her face. “They’re already on this?”

      “Yeah, they showed up that night. They’re already calling it the Missing Mummy case.”

      “Great.” She let out a breath. “Do your best to keep a lid on it. This is exactly the sort of sensational crap they love to exploit.”

      Lee nodded.

      “What else can you tell me about the body?”

      “Dr. Fang has all the means to identify the body—says he can pull DNA from the mummified portion, but he needs a list of candidates to start cross-referencing. Plus all the teeth are still intact, so a dental match is an option. I wanted to touch base with you and get your thoughts on next steps and where to even start for possibilities on victims.”

      “You said you spoke briefly with the developer?”

      “Roger Song. He’s the developer of the new building, a luxury condominium. He said he purchased the property primarily for the land. I immediately halted all work at the site. He wasn’t happy about it. You’ll want to question him further, since I was primarily trying to get a handle on the scene at the time.”

      “All right. I’ll press him myself. In the meantime, see if you can dig up the name on the developer who actually built the building. It makes the most sense to dump the body during construction. Also, try to find out how many owners the building had. I’ll go ahead and question Song further. It’s a start. Let’s see where it takes us.”
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      Two days later, we touched down at Hong Kong International Airport at seven a.m. Our vacation had officially commenced, and we were all excited and overjoyed to leave the city.

      The hotel wasn’t too far from the airport. We took the Airport Express, a high-speed train that zips passengers to the Kowloon station in just twenty minutes. From the Kowloon station, we hopped onto a free shuttle bus that took us to our hotel. The great thing about Kowloon is that it’s pretty dense—a lot to see from the confines of a shuttle bus. It kept the kids from becoming restless.

      I booked two deluxe rooms at the Kowloon Shangri-La in Tsim Sha Sui, which boasted unobstructed views of the bay and the skyline on Hong Kong Island. Our rooms wouldn’t be available just yet, but I figured we could check in and drop off our luggage. We were all able to sleep throughout most of the plane ride, so we were energized and eager to see the sights.

      Even Po Po had been looking forward to the trip. She missed Hong Kong immensely. She had never wanted to leave but knew it would be good for all of us, especially the kids after the death of my husband and her only son, Peng. We’d had a fast romance and married shortly after meeting. Unfortunately that all ended six months later when I was informed that Peng had been brutally murdered at his office.

      At the time, I was the chief inspector in charge of the OCTB. I spent a year focusing all my time and energy on solving his murder. I never did. In the process, the investigation burned me out, and I alienated myself from my newly acquired stepchildren and their grandmother. The move to San Francisco was a way to reset the life button—mostly the one dealing with mine.

      The trip back to Hong Kong, our first since we left, would definitely bring back a bevy of memories, but I had discussed this with everyone ahead of time and we were all in agreement that it would still be good to visit.

      After leaving our luggage with the front desk, we headed for the promenade that ran along the bay. The sun shone brightly that day, and the weather was a comfortable seventy-five degrees with the skies surprisingly clear. There was no evidence of the severe smog alerts I’d heard about recently. The breeze kept the skies blue and photos of the harbor picture perfect.

      Ryan had studied up for our trip and was our official keeper of the map. In the weeks leading up to our departure, he had made an extensive list of the attractions and marked all of them on the map.

      “Okay, there are many cool things we can see here.” Ryan rattled them off as we walked along the promenade. “There’s the Space Museum and the Clock Tower. I think we can climb to the top. But the first place we’re going to go is the Avenue of Stars to see Bruce Lee.”

      Bruce Lee had become Ryan’s inspiration ever since he became involved in martial arts about three years ago, starting with judo and eventually incorporating kung fu. Posters of the kung fu master hung on the wall in his bedroom, books on his life lined the bookshelf. Ryan even owned a replica of the yellow and black jumpsuit that Lee wore in his movies.

      “There he is.” Ryan pointed at the cast-iron statue of Bruce Lee and ran ahead of us. Lucy was fast on his heels. She wasn’t a big fan, but she had gotten in the habit of following her brother everywhere he went.

      Po Po and I caught up a few minutes later. Ryan had already snapped a bunch of selfies before turning his cell phone over to me for more photos. Not too long ago, I gave him my old iPhone when I upgraded. I had thought long and hard about it too. I didn’t want him to become a slave to social media—sitting for hours staring and consuming mindless content. But he was older and at an age where he spent more time outside of the house, especially at the dojo. He needed to be reachable. So I limited the amount of time he could spend on it, monitored the apps he had, and blocked his ability to download more on his own.

      We spent the next thirty to forty minutes looking at the golden stars embedded in the pavement—Hong Kong’s most famous celebrities. All of Ryan’s favorites were action heroes: Sammo Hung, Jackie Chan, Stephen Chow, and Jet Li to name a few. I must have snapped a zillion photos of the kids posing next to the stars. Michelle Yeoh of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon fame was Lucy’s favorite. She had watched that movie about half a dozen times with her brother. I was surprised she recognized the name.

      All in all, our vacation was off to a grand start. The quake and work were both distant memories in my head. I was so looking forward to ten drama-free days.
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      That same morning, around eight, Leslie was at her apartment finishing her morning cup of coffee while watching the news. The media were still actively covering the Missing Mummy case. A slew of vans had camped outside the building, news crews hoping for another body. So far they hadn’t received any new information but were doing a really good job of keeping the story relevant with the usual leaks coming from inside HKP.

      Leslie shook her head as she took another sip of the hot black liquid. Her phone vibrated on the glass top of her dining room table.

      Abby:  Hey, we’re here. You free for lunch today? Noon?

      Leslie:  Yup. Dim sum?

      Abby:  Sounds delicious. Let’s touch base a little before.

      Leslie:  Talk then.

      Leslie lived in a cozy one-bedroom on the fifteenth floor of a high-rise in Hong Kong Island’s Central District, ten minutes from HKP Headquarters. Most of the residents on the island lived in high-rises. The size didn’t bother her much, being single in the recent past and for the foreseeable future. As an inspector with HKP, dating wasn’t easy. She often joked that she was in a sexless relationship with her job.

      Leslie was already bathed and dressed for the day; she had gotten her morning run in earlier. She wore her usual: a spiffy black pantsuit. Her makeup was light: only eyeliner, mascara, and rose-colored lipstick. She downed the rest of the coffee, placed the empty mug in the kitchen sink, and headed out.

      Up next was Song, the developer. His offices were located in the Wan Chai district, not far from where Leslie lived. She parked her black HKP-issued SUV in a nearby lot. The office building was just two stories, and Song was located on the second floor, above a series of small retail establishments.

      Leslie slipped through the narrow door to the building and hoofed it up the wooden stairs leading to the second floor. The hall was quiet and smelled musty. Her heels knocked against the wood floors as she looked at the identification plaques attached to each door. There were about eight. Song Development was located at the end of the hall. She delivered two knocks; the entire door moved within its frame with each whack.

      “Come in,” a male voice called.

      Leslie turned the knob and pushed the door open, revealing an office space about thirty square meters. Directly in front of her was a gray, institutional-looking metal desk, similar to hers, with a man sitting behind it.

      He stood and stretched his hand out. “Hello. How can I help you?”

      She didn’t bother to shake his hand. Instead she produced identification. “Roger Song?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “You can start by answering a few questions.”

      Song’s smile disappeared, and his lips covered his yellowish square teeth. “Aw, man. Is this about that body in my building? I already told your boss everything.”

      He plopped down in his chair and leaned back. He wore grey slacks, a pressed white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a blue and yellow striped tie.

      “One. He’s not my boss. Two. Telling him everything is not the same as telling me everything.”

      “At least tell me I can resume demolition,” he said, motioning for Leslie to sit.

      “That’s not happening.”

      Song slouched further in his chair, his chin nearly resting on his chest. He had a large brown mole on his left cheek, and his hair showed signs of thinning at top. He kept his desktop neat, just a laptop and his cell phone. There were no filing cabinets. In the corner was a potted plant struggling for life.

      Leslie’s thoughts about the starkness of the décor must have reflected in her expression.

      “This office is temporary,” he said

      “You a one-man operation?”

      “Sure. I can do it all. I like it this way.”

      “Well, I don’t want to take up too much of your time. From my understanding, you’re a developer, but you didn’t construct the building.”

      “That’s right. I bought the building because I want the property. It’s near the promenade—a perfect location for a luxury condominium. My intention was always to tear it down. It’s a piece of crap anyway.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Song sat up. “The previous owner let it fall apart, put nothing into it.”

      “Was it empty when you purchased it?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No way. The owner leased out the spaces to small businesses⁠—”

      “Like yours?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. There were lawyers, small tech companies, a massage parlor, even a porno company. Man, what a headache, breaking all those leases. There were about thirty in all. The owner didn’t even tell them the building was sold.”

      “Can you tell me his name?”

      “He’s a she. Tough negotiator, I tell you,” he said pointing at me. “No leeway with her. This whole deal has been nothing but a big pain in my butt.”

      “Sorry to hear that. What’s her name?”

      “Sheila Yang.” Song leaned forward. “You know, she’s lucky I was even interested in the property.” He tapped his forefinger on the desk. “She never maintained it. I’m surprised she had any tenants.”

      “Was there a business in the office where the skeleton was located?”

      Song shook his head. “It was a load-bearing wall and not part of any office.” He poked at the keyboard on his laptop and then turned it around so the screen faced Leslie. “That’s her number. She’s the one you should be talking to.”

      Leslie punched the number into her cell phone along with the name.

      “You know, it wouldn’t surprise me if she put the body there. Probably did.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “She’s one of those slum landlords. She keeps her rents just below market, but the offices are shitholes. She preys on those who can’t afford much.” He pushed up his bottom lip. “That woman only cares about one thing. Money. Isn’t that the reason why most people are killed?”
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      The kids and Po Po stood in front of the TST Clock Tower with smiles stretched across their faces…well, the kids did anyway. I was kneeling and angling my phone upwards, trying to get them and as much of the red brick tower in the picture. I mostly succeeded.

      The interior wooden stairs that led to the top were closed and under maintenance. It bummed Ryan, and I pretended to be disappointed. Inwardly, I was ecstatic. Climbing forty-four meters’ worth of claustrophobic stairs wasn’t my idea of fun. I was pretty sure Po Po agreed.

      “Okay, since climbing to the top of the Clock Tower is a no-go, we can go to the Space Museum. It’s just over there,” Ryan said pointing.

      “Don’t forget we’re having lunch with Aunt Leslie first. We can go there after we eat.”

      Just then, my phone rang. It was Leslie.

      “Hey, how are things so far in Hong Kong?” she asked.

      “So far so good. We’re checking out the promenade. Are we still on for lunch?”

      “Um, that’s the reason why I’m calling. A case fell in my lap, and I’m trying to get a leg up on it. I’m sorry. Can we reschedule for dinner tonight?”

      “Not a problem.”

      “Okay, there’s a great restaurant I want to take you guys to. Also, word got around that you’re back in town, so a few of your old coworkers want to see you. Is it okay if I invite them to dinner?”

      “Absolutely, it’ll be fun to see some of the old crew again.”

      “All right, we’ll talk later.”

      I tucked my cell phone back into my purse. “That was Aunt Leslie. There’s been a change of plans. We’re having dinner tonight. Everybody okay with this?”

      All three nodded. Since lunch with Leslie was postponed, we decided to hit up the Space Museum first and then eat. Po Po had mentioned a dim sum restaurant located in the Mong Kok neighborhood, away from the harbor, so it made sense to see the museum first.

      Po Po and I fell a few feet behind the kids, allowing us to watch them. The joy of vacationing with my kids was watching them experience things. Nothing quite like it.

      “Abby,” Po Po said, “remember I tell you about my friend Liu?”

      “You want to see her, right?”

      “I want spend two days with her. I don’t know when I see her again.”

      When Po Po lived in Hong Kong, Liu was her best friend. As far as I knew, the two had known each other most of their lives. I had met her a few times before Peng and I had married and a few times after, mostly over dinner. They were the same age and pretty mobile. The two had weekly chats on Skype, but there was nothing like a face-to-face, in-person conversation.

      “So what are you thinking?” I asked.

      “I think in two days I go her place. You okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll be fine with the kids. Enjoy your time with Liu.”

      By the time we finished touring the museum and arrived at Chen’s Dim Sum, it was creeping up on two p.m. Patience was short; only food could return us to our normal state. It didn’t help that I had also limited the amount of snacking on the street goodies we passed all morning long. Waiting had better be worth it, I thought as we entered the restaurant.

      The smell and the sight of the small metal pushcarts loaded with tasty morsels triggered the inside of my mouth to rain. So far, so good. We ordered a variety of dim sum: steamed vermicelli rolls with dried shrimp and leeks, shrimp dumplings, pork buns, steamed beef balls, steamed cake mala style, beef wrapped in rice noodles, chicken lotus leaf rice, and a number of other dishes. It was more food than any family of four consisting of one petite woman, a senior citizen, and two small children should have had, but that was what we did. We overate.

      As soon as the small dishes hit our table, conversation died and we feasted. The next thirty minutes focused purely on devouring everything in front of us. Clinking of chopsticks in bowls, the slurping of noodles, and forceful breaths to cool the freshly steamed dumplings were all that could be heard. Someone moaned. I was not sure who…might have been me.

      It was nice to hear tonal ups and downs of our native Cantonese throughout the restaurant. We were the only foreigners. Only locals occupied the surrounding tables, and the menu was written in Chinese. I had told Po Po earlier there was no way we would dine in any of the tourist traps, such as the floating restaurant in the bay. The kids probably would have enjoyed it until the food hit their mouths. Food made the meal, not the décor or the view.

      On this trip, we would only eat at restaurants Po Po and I were familiar with—our favorites when we’d lived here. Chen’s Dim Sum was Po Po’s pick. A good one.

      After our smorgasbord, I had to loosen the top button on my jeans—that was how many dumplings I shoveled into my mouth. One of these days my six-pack is going to say buh-bye. We sat for about another fifteen minutes or so drinking tea and letting the food settle. We didn’t stay much longer because I knew the kids would fade fast now that their bellies were stuffed.

      I paid the bill and flagged a taxi to take us back to the hotel. Ryan jumped in the front seat and Lucy sat between me and Po Po. I couldn’t help but think that the trip to Hong Kong was off to a great start. Any concerns I had about the past casting a shadow on our holiday were quickly fading.
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      The traffic light turned green, and Leslie punched the gas pedal. The SUV lurched forward into the intersection, the tires screeching as the vehicle turned left, just narrowly missing the oncoming traffic. She had no patience for sitting at the light, waiting for an opportunity to make a left turn. Aggressive driving paid huge dividends in Hong Kong.

      Leslie was on her way to meet Sheila Yang. She had been able to reach her on the phone shortly after talking to Song, and they agreed to meet at a location in the Sham Shui Po district on the Kowloon side of Hong Kong.

      That particular district consisted mostly of the poor working class. Leslie found most of her visits to the area involved investigating crimes. Housing wasn’t anything like the luxury apartments punching the skyline on Hong Kong Island. Instead, the area was populated with five- or-six-story apartment buildings housing entire families in one-or-two room flats. Hanging from almost every window were colorful arrays of clothing, resembling patchwork quilts. The streets were narrow in this area of Kowloon and the footpaths, when there were any, were occupied by small vendors, forcing residents to share the road with the vehicles. Most of the businesses lining the streets were mom-and-pop shops, selling everything from freshly butchered meat to lingerie to zippers and buttons.

      Leslie dangled her left hand over the top of the steering wheel and leaned slightly right, her arm resting on the leather console between the two front seats. The drive from Song’s offices in Wan Chai would take forty to fifty minutes.

      She sat up straight at the sound of wind chimes from her cell phone—an old Chinese folk song.

      “Inspector Choi,” she said, answering on speakerphone.

      “Leslie, it’s David Lee.”

      “Hey, what’s the latest?”

      “I put a call in to the government’s office of records to find out the name of the original developer of the building, but there appears to be no record of the building on file.”

      “Oh? How did you know it was built fifteen years ago?”

      “On my visit to the construction site, I noticed a metal plaque attached to the building. It had the name and date it had been built. But listen, I have a contact there that I’ll reach out to for help on this. I think visiting in person might deliver better results.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      “How did your conversation with Song go?”

      “He spewed the same info he gave you earlier, except I also got the name of the previous owner. Her name is Sheila Yang. I’m meeting her at another building she owns. It should be interesting.”

      “Okay. I’ll go ahead and run her name. If something comes of it, I’ll let you know.”

      The address Sheila had given Leslie was for a two-story office building. It had a faded-yellow, open façade with front-facing doors for small businesses. Much of the paint was chipped, and a few areas were stained with a dark color that looked like mold.

      Leslie pulled her SUV into the small lot out front and parked next to a silver Mercedes Benz S550 sedan. As she climbed out of the vehicle, her head swiveled toward the sound of several people shouting.

      Over in the far corner of the building, next to the stairs leading to the second floor, were two men and a woman engaged in a heated discussion. Something tells me I just found Sheila.

      The woman wore an off-white dress with matching heels. Jade bracelets jangled on the arm she used to punctuate her words. The other held on tightly to a black designer handbag.

      Leslie’s approach must have caught the woman’s attention because she quickly lowered her voice and said only a few more words before turning to face Leslie. That was when Leslie noticed the make-up on the woman’s face. She wore heavy eyeshadow, a generous layer of white foundation, and burgundy lipstick. She hurried in tiny steps toward Leslie, waiting until she was out of earshot of the two men. “Inspector Choi?” she asked, her voice low.

      Leslie flashed her identification. “I am.”

      She quickly motioned for Leslie to lower her hand. “There’s no need for that. I trust you,” she said with a laugh, but not before turning back for a quick look to see if the two men had seen my ID.

      “I’ll assume you’re Sheila Yang?”

      “That’s correct. We can talk privately over here.” She took my arm and ushered me back in the direction I had come.

      “Is your office this way?”

      “No, I have something better. My car. I’ll turn up the AC, and we’ll be comfortable.”

      I don’t care where we have the conversation, so long as we have it, lady. Sheila remotely unlocked the doors to the Mercedes, and Leslie made her way around to the passenger door. She settled in to the leather seat while Sheila started the car and then fiddled with the button controlling the air conditioning.

      “You look busy, so I’ll get right to the point,” Leslie said.

      “Hold that thought,” she said as she reached over to the glove box and removed a silver flask. “Whiskey? It’s the good stuff,” she said, offering Leslie the container.

      “No, thank you. I’m working.”

      “Me too.” She unscrewed the tiny cap and took a swig. “But it helps me relax. What you witnessed earlier was just one of the daily hassles I have to deal with.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Something about the electricity not working properly. As if I have control over that. That’s the city’s doing, not mine. But enough about that.” She waved a hand. “What’s on your mind?”

      “The building you sold Roger Song.”

      “Oh, yes. The Missing Mummy case. Isn’t that what they’re calling it on TV? I no longer own the building, so you wasted your time coming here. It’s not my problem.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Until you’re cleared from this investigation, you’ll remain a person of interest.”

      That accusation caused Sheila’s eyebrows to shoot up as she inhaled sharply.

      Great acting. The only thing missing was a pressed hand against your chest.

      She gasped. “You seriously don’t think I put that body there, do you?”

      “Did you?”

      “I certainly did not. You should really be looking at Roger Song.” She waved her finger.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He’s got beady eyes. People with beady eyes can’t be trusted.”

      “You did business with him. Seems as though you trusted him.”

      “Don’t get me started on that deal. What a cheap son of a bitch. I barely made any money off the sale. And anyway, you’ve seen my buildings.” Sheila gestured to the building in front of us. “I don’t put any money into them. That building I sold Song I owned for fourteen years and not a single renovation.” She smiled proudly. “I don’t do renovations. I run the properties down until they’re of no value and then I sell them for the land.”

      Leslie raised an eyebrow at Sheila’s bold admittance.

      “Look, I’m a businesswoman. My goal is to make money. That was my intent from the very beginning when I bought the building.”

      “And who did you buy the building from?”

      “Oh I can’t remember his name right now but I believe he was also the developer. I’ll have to look at my records.”

      Leslie removed a business card from her purse and handed it to Sheila. “You do that.”
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      After returning from lunch, everyone took a dive onto the beds. We had adjoining suites: Po Po and Lucy were in one, and Ryan and I were in the other. A couple of hours of snoozing and then a hot shower would put us in feast mode for dinner at a popular restaurant not far from our hotel.

      “Abby!” Leslie called out from the table as she stood. She and a few of my old colleagues had arrived before us.

      “Leslie!” I screeched back.

      We squeeed like sisters who hadn’t seen each other in years and squeezed each other in a gigantic bear hug. We were about equal in height, with the same black hair and fair skin. We really could pass for sisters if it weren’t for my green eyes. Despite my Irish heritage, everything else about me screamed Chinese.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe I’m with you right now,” I said, holding her by her arms out in front of me as I gave her a once-over before hugging her again.

      “Same here. It’s been forever. Your hair…it’s so long.” Leslie said as she twirled the silky ends in her hand. “It looks amazing though. You always had great hair.”

      Since leaving Hong Kong I had allowed my hair to grow past my shoulders, something I never did while working for HKP.

      We kept on pinching and grabbing each other to ensure we weren’t dreaming. Then Leslie peeked around me.

      “Lucy. Ryan,” she said. “You’ve both grown so big. And Po Po, you look wonderful.”

      While she busied herself with hugging and kissing the rest of the family, I turned my attention to the three men standing at the table.

      “Now this is a sight to see,” I said as I folded my arms across my chest and shifted my weight to one leg.

      “Abby, it’s good to see you.” David Lee was the first to wrap his arms around me, followed by Francis Chun and Junior Ming.

      Lee had been fresh out of the academy when he was assigned to OTCB under me. I had taken a liking to him and mentored him early on. He had a knack for gathering intelligence, which is the department he eventually gravitated to. Chun was a senior inspector when I joined the HKP. He was one of the few individuals who’d treated me with respect from the get-go. He retired shortly after I left. Lastly, there was Ming, my first and only partner with HKP.

      “Man, it’s great to see you again,” Ming said, lifting me off the ground in an enormous hug. Ming wasn’t your stereotypical Chinese male; he was six feet tall and broad shouldered with a meaty chest and tree stumps for arms. I had saved his head from being blown off by a shotgun early on in our partnership. It was the turning point in my career with the force. I had begun to earn the respect of my colleges.

      “My God, can you get any bigger?” I asked as he lowered me. I wrapped both hands around one of his biceps and still couldn’t close the gap.

      “And you’re still the toughest woman I know,” he said in a lowered voice. “Don’t tell Leslie I said that. She thinks she’s the toughest woman I know.”

      We both laughed, and everyone took a seat. Leslie sat to the right of me, Po Po to the left. The kids were mixed in with the others. Ryan immediately took a seat next to Ming. He couldn’t wait to meet him when I told him he was an accomplished martial arts expert—he still holds the academy’s record for the fastest takedown and pin.

      “I’ve already gone ahead and put our order in,” Leslie said to the table. “We have eight courses coming our way, and the only thing I want to see at the end are plates that have been licked clean.”

      The first dish to hit the table was Sichuan-style chicken noodle soup. The aroma alone was enough to make our mouths water and increase the rumbles in our stomach. Hunks of tender chicken and perfectly cooked noodles soaked in a complex broth with overlays of star anise, cinnamon, tangerine peels, and just enough Sichuan pepper to provide a bit of heat on our tongues. Each slurp begged for another, and everyone tilted the bowls against their lips to get the last drop.

      Sliced drunken chicken—steamed chicken marinated in Shaoxing wine—was the perfect cold dish to follow the soup—delicate, juicy, and rich in flavor.

      Other courses included Peking duck with pear and grapefruit, tiny river shrimps with tea leaves, steamed bean curd with stuffed pork, lobster yee mein, a noodle dish packed with sweet lobster, spring onions, ginger, garlic, and golden noodles coated with a light cheese sauce. This was a first for me—the cheese coating was unexpected, but my stomach was very happy with it. The highlight was the roasted suckling pig with perfect crackling: thin and brittle tiles that crunched with every bite. Stuffing a bit of the pork, crispy skin, and sweet hoisin sauce into a soft bun created a Chinese sandwich to die for.

      We ended our meal with a selection of egg tarts and almond jelly. Once again I had to secretly undo the top button of my jeans. I suspect I wasn’t the only one—that was the life raft I chose to cling to.

      Of course, eating wasn’t the only thing on my mind that night. Leslie and I managed conversation between bites.

      “Wait, a 4.8 earthquake? That sounds huge. What was it like?”

      “The best I can describe it is…it’s the same feeling you get with turbulence on a plane. It’s not so much the shaking. It’s the loss of control. Knowing you can’t do anything and are at the mercy of other forces is what makes it so frightening.”

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t cancel your trip,” she said, squeezing my arm. “I’m so happy you’re here. Oh, I meant to ask, how are your parents? Are they still in Northern China?”

      After my father retired, he and mom moved to Harbin, a large city near the border of China and Russia. Why they decided to move there instead of staying in Hong Kong was beyond me. “They’re fine. Did I tell you that they manage the Harbin Ice and Snow Sculpture Festival?

      “Get out of here. Your parents run an internationally famous ice festival? Who does that? How on earth did they score that gig?”

      “It’s a mystery to me. You know my father—man of a million talents.”

      “Are you going to visit? It’s not that long of a flight.”

      I shook my head. “I wanted to but the timing doesn’t work. They’re on holiday in Croatia as we speak.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. Have you seen them since you left Hong Kong?”

      “We video chat, but you know…” I shrugged. “So tell me about this case that had you skipping lunch. It must have been important to make you forego food,” I said, smiling.

      “A construction crew was demolishing a building when they discovered a skeleton buried in one of the walls.”

      “Oh, wait, I heard about that on the news. Missing Mummy, right?”

      “Yes, that’s the one. The body was partially mummified. There’s a joke floating around the office: Daddy’s had a sex change. He’s mummy now.”

      I slapped my knee at Leslie’s joke, but Po Po didn’t seem to share our brand of humor as I heard a couple of tsks leave her lips. “You peg the developer as your guy?” I asked.

      “I’d like to, but right now, the records for the building are MIA. We’re having to work our way back from the current owner and hope the trail leads us to the original developer.”

      “I tell you, I don’t miss the disorganization of city records. At the FBI, we pretty much have access to everything we could want. It cuts down the amount of time spent on foot, knocking on doors and piecing together bits of information.”

      “Are you offering to help me?” Leslie asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “Ha, ha. Good one. Nah, I’m just having a little fun at your expense.” I elbowed her side.

      “Keep it up, and I swear I’ll find a way to reel you in.” Her eyes sparkled.

      I mimicked casting a fishing line across the table and started reeling it back in.

      “Be careful, Abby,” she warned.

      I continued with the fishing act and pretended to hook something. “Help me, Leslie. It feels like a big one.”

      We both burst into laughter. No way I would let anything work related, FBI or HKP, encroach on my vacation. As far as I was concerned, Agent Kane was out of the office and not to be bothered.
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      Immobile. Sloth-like. Lethargic. Those are the words I would use to describe the remainder of our evening. We rolled ourselves back to the hotel—well, we rolled ourselves into a taxi that drove us back to the hotel—and then proceeded to lounge around the suite like warm piles of putty. However, the next day was a different story. The Kane-Yee household was up early and ready to explore.

      The itinerary involved taking a trip down memory lane. We planned to visit the old neighborhood where the kids and I lived before moving to America. Po Po had her own apartment during that time. I thought it would be a good way to reminisce about the time when their father was alive. I didn’t believe in hiding what had happened. The kids were aware of his murder.

      Peng was a widower with two children when we first met. We had a fast and furious courtship, and within a year of meeting, we married. Our blissful life came to an abrupt halt six months later when a colleague pulled me aside and gave me the news. Peng was found dead, brutally murdered. In an instant, everything I thought I cared about had been ripped from me. I had never felt so much emptiness and hurt than at that very moment. If not for the children and Po Po, that hole would have never been filled. They helped me heal. They gave me a reason to carry on.

      Peng and the children lived in a fairly large two-bedroom apartment located in the Mong Kok neighborhood near a flower market. After their mother died, Po Po had temporarily moved in to help watch after the kids. It was a quiet residential area with a large park nearby—a perfect place for raising children.

      Before we met, I lived in the Central district on Hong Kong Island, where HKP Headquarters was located, but after we married, I moved in with them, and Po Po returned to her apartment. Peng didn’t want to live in one of the high-rises on Hong Kong Island. “I feel like I’m in a cell block living with the masses,” he had told me. The move extended my commute, but I didn’t mind.

      The building looked the same, except for a new coat of paint. “Remember the apartment, Ryan?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, I remember playing out here. And I remember that Dad and I used to kick a soccer ball around over there,” he said, pointing to a small grassy area in front of the building.

      “That’s right. You guys did.”

      “Mommy, I don’t think I remember any of this,” Lucy said, disappointed.

      “Well, you were very young, but you lived here until you were four. I used to walk with you right along here.”

      “Oh yeah.” Lucy smiled.

      “Po Po, do you remember?” Ryan asked.

      She seemed lost in thought when Ryan asked the question. It took a moment or so for her to answer. Her eyes were locked on the far balcony of the eighth floor—our apartment.

      “I remember. Your father liked living here, and everyone know him.”

      I couldn’t agree more with Po Po. Everyone from the butcher to the shoeshine boy who roamed the streets knew my husband. Peng always said hello to people he passed. And he always remembered their names.

      “You a lot like your father,” Po Po said, turning to Ryan. “He very good in martial arts at your age.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’m best in my age group at my dojo.” He then did a series of strikes.

      I laughed.

      When I first met Peng, I wasn’t initially attracted to him. He wasn’t my type. But the next day, I found myself thinking about him. It confused me because I wasn’t interested, but he continued to consume my thoughts. By the third day, I found myself angry with him for not trying to contact me. Forget the fact that I gave him no indication I was even remotely interested. Yup, crazy Abby. Angry with a man I met only once for not asking me out on a date at a later time when I did nothing but rebuff his every advance at our one and only encounter. Poor Peng. He didn’t even know me, and I had already started filing away ammunition for a future argument.

      “Your father had impressive skills,” I said as I walked over to him. “I first met him at the dojo. He spent two hours trying to impress me with his moves.” I moved into an offensive position and gave a playful kick toward Ryan. He took a step back, arms raised in defense.

      “Really?” Ryan asked with inquisitive eyes.

      “It took some time but yeah,” I smiled, messing up Ryan’s hair.

      We spent the next half hour or so relaying stories to the kids, filling in details they had forgotten or especially in Lucy’s case, weren’t even aware had happened.

      Afterward, we hopped into a taxi and made our way to the northern part of Kowloon, where the Shek Kip Mei public housing complex was located. The government built it in 1953 to solve the migrant problem flowing in from mainland China. It encompassed twenty-six blocks.

      “This is where your father live as a little boy,” Po Po said as we exited the taxi and stared at the buildings. “I remember it bigger and not as nice,” she added.

      The government had done extensive renovations to the complex since Po Po had lived there. Some of the high-rises had been demolished and replaced with small ones.

      “How long did you and Dad live here?” Ryan asked.

      Po Po pursed her lips as she thought. “He was baby when we move in and teen when we move out.”

      “Which apartment was yours, Po Po?” I asked.

      “I don’t think building still here,” she said.

      “Your building might have been one the government knocked down during their renovation.”

      “Each room only big enough for five people,” Po Po said, holding up her hand. “We had eight people. So crowded.”

      “Wow,” Lucy said, drawing the word out.

      Po Po nodded. “We have simple life. When your father can work, he take job washing dishes. He was only twelve. He come home from school, do homework, then go to restaurant.”

      “When did he have time to practice kung fu?” Ryan asked

      “After work, he practice one hour and then I make him sleep.”

      “Your father never shied away from hard work,” I added.

      “Why did he work?” Lucy asked.

      Po Po turned to her. “He want better place to live. Each time we move, we have better apartment.” Her voice cracked a bit, and her eyes turned glassy for a moment—one of the rare instances where she showed emotion. “After he finish university, he was very successful. He always tried hard to make me comfortable.”

      “By the time we met, you were living in a very nice apartment with views of Victoria Harbor,” I said.

      We spent a bit more time walking around the complex while Po Po continued to talk about life there. It was nice to see the kids hang on her every word.
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      At HKP headquarters, Leslie had spent the better part of the morning with her head buried in paperwork when a knock on the door grabbed her attention.

      “Got a minute?” Lee asked, leaning halfway through the doorway. He held a small cardboard box that had a large oil stain on one of the sides and a delicious aroma emanating from it.

      “Yeah, I’m just trying to catch up on these reports. Seems like every damn thing needs to be written up for some obscure filing cabinet.”

      “You think it’s bad here? You should see the amount of documentation we have to produce in Criminal Intelligence,” he said as he took a seat and placed the box on her desk. “Sometimes I feel like I’m writing a modern version of War and Peace.”

      Leslie chuckled as she watched Lee open the top of the box. “I figured you hadn’t eaten yet. Pork dumplings,” he said.

      “You figured right.” She leaned forward and eyed the half-moon-shaped morsels briefly before plucking an extra-plump one from the box. A mixture of tender, oily pork goodness spewed into her mouth with the first bite.

      Lee did the same and spoke in between chews. “I did more digging, and I got a name on the company that built the building: Lotus Development.”

      “All right, now we’re getting somewhere.” Leslie popped the remaining dumpling into her mouth, and her left cheek bulged like a chipmunk. She chewed and wiped her fingers with a napkin while waiting for him to continue with the good news.

      Lee swallowed. “Sadly, that’s all I got. They’ve since gone out of business, and I can’t locate any other information on them. It appears they built one building and called it quits.”

      “Seems unlikely,” Leslie said, pulling her head back and crinkling her brow. “Who was the owner?”

      “Good question. That part of the paperwork was left blank.”

      “Like never recorded?” She helped herself to another dumpling.

      “No, more like the record was updated without the owner’s name. It’s dated a year after the building was constructed. Seems like an afterthought to cover up loose ends. I’ll continue to poke around and see if the original record still exists.” Lee bounced both of his legs as he worked on his third dumpling.

      “Your conversation with Sheila Yang—did it turn up anything useful?”

      “I’m not so sure she’s the person responsible,” Leslie said, brushing a piece of dumpling off the front of her blouse. “She’s a typical slumlord operator, except her tenants are small businesses, not families. She buys buildings and then squeezes every ounce of value from them before selling the land. That lady doesn’t sink a single dime into those properties. I doubt she broke down a wall, stuck a body in it, and then patched it up. It’s cost prohibitive.”

      “A lot of people kill for money. And if she’s the capitalist you peg her to be, perhaps she found a way to capitalize on a previous tenant. Insurance payout. Extortion. Maybe the business owner was dirty, and she found out and blackmailed the guy. He refused. Things got out of hand, and someone ended up dead.”

      “Nah, she’s the type who would find a new tenant and when the old one came to the office the next day, he would find the locks changed with a new business already in place. She wouldn’t do anything to purposely disrupt her cash flow. She squeezes those tenants like she does the building. Unless we can determine a financial benefit to killing someone, I not so sure she’s responsible. But hey, talk to Sheila and see if she can provide a list of all the businesses in the building, and look at the ones that had their offices near that wall.”

      Lee crossed a leg over the other. “We need to find out who owned Lotus Development. It’s the obvious questions that are the hardest to answer. I do have some good news about the skeleton. I spoke with Dr. Fang. He found two separate strands of DNA.”

      Leslie’s eyebrow perked. “We have the killer’s DNA.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. Unfortunately, he already ran both profiles through our database. No match.”

      “Still, this changes things. Let’s keep Roger Song and Sheila Yang in play. See if they’re willing to submit a DNA sample. We might get lucky and get a hit on the second profile. While you’re at it, talk to them about business associates, family members, and boyfriends or girlfriends. Let me know if anybody interesting comes to light.”

      “Your comment about the tenants,” Lee said as he wiped his fingers and mouth with a napkin. “You think one of them did this and Sheila is totally oblivious to it?”

      “It’s a possibility. Let’s dig deep.”
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      After leaving Shek Kip Mei, food was the next stop on our itinerary. Po Po knew of an excellent noodle shop nearby that she’d frequented when she and Peng lived in the area. It was family run, three generations in the making, with a menu consisting of thirty varieties of chow fun and lo mein noodle dishes. Half the fun would be choosing one—foreplay for my stomach. At least some part of my body would get some action.

      I was a little skeptical when Po Po first mentioned the place; she had poured the praise on pretty thick. Understand this: she was the best cook I had ever encountered when it came to Chinese food, better than my mother, and she was quite amazing. I’m talking about traditional, home-cooked meals, not the fancy fusion stuff found in those five-star restaurants—the kind of comfort food that puts you to sleep the minute you push back from the table.

      Po Po must have at least a hundred unique dishes filed away in her head; she never wrote anything down or referred to a recipe card. Mental note: Keep bugging her to write down the recipes. It would be a shame to lose them. Her dishes ranged in styles from Sichuan, to Cantonese, to Fujian, to Hunan, to Zhejiang, and many more. Me, on the other hand…I had maybe ten go-to dinners I could cycle through, and I doubted utilizing Hamburger Helper in one of them really counted.

      That woman could whip up dishes on the fly. I’d open the fridge and see a box of baking soda. She’d open it, and twenty minutes later, I was stuffing my face with an original fried-rice concoction. I had yet to find any restaurant that could rival Po Po’s noodles, but my belly was always open to the unknown.

      On the way to the restaurant, we made a detour to a small park, where the ashes of Ryan and Lucy’s biological mother, Mei, had been scattered after her death. Children’s Park was populated with trees, a rose garden, and a jungle gym for kids to play on.

      “I don’t remember coming here,” Lucy said as we strolled across the green grass.

      “You just a baby. Too young,” Po Po said, patting Lucy on the head. Unfortunately, the real reason was that her mother died shortly after she was born.

      “I don’t remember it either,” Ryan added.

      “Mei come many time by herself,” Po Po said as she took a seat on a granite bench. “That why your father chose it.”

      Lucy sat next to Po Po. “What does Mei mean?”

      “Beautiful plum.”

      “Ooo, I like that. It’s a pretty name.”

      “Did Peng come here with her?” I asked, curious, as the only time he mentioned the park was when I asked whether Mei was buried or cremated. Peng never spoke to me much about his wife, so this part of our field trip was as interesting for me as it was for the kids.

      “I don’t think he come here.”

      Her response made me even more curious. Why didn’t they both spend time together here if she liked it so much? The greenery was beautiful. This was one of the few parks that still existed in Hong Kong.

      As we sat quietly there, my thoughts went immediately to what else Po Po could tell me about Peng’s relationship with Mei. I had never pressed him for information, and he never offered. There was, however, one detail about their past that I had always wondered about. Whenever I’d asked Peng, he always avoided the subject.

      “Po Po, how did Peng meet Mei? It might be interesting for the children to hear the story,” I said.

      With her handbag resting on her lap, Po Po looked at the children and then at me before speaking. “They have traditional marriage.”

      “What’s that?” Ryan asked.

      “It means it was arranged by the parents,” I clarified. I wasn’t expecting that answer. Even though he was a mama’s boy, Peng never struck me as the traditional type. “How did you meet Mei’s family? Did you know them for a long time?”

      “Family okay. Good marriage for Peng.”

      The fact that his marriage was arranged had me wondering if the reason he remained tight-lipped on the subject was because he was unhappy. Were they both unhappy?

      “Peng never mentioned to me that he had an arranged marriage.”

      Po Po shrugged and avoided my eyes.

      “Did Mei’s parents also live in Shek Kim Mei?”

      Po Po shot me a look that skirted the line between disgust and surprise. “No. They are good family. High standing in community.”

      Well, her answer didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. What I knew of arranged marriages, classes don’t usually mix. If Mei’s family was well off with a higher status, it was surprising that her parents would have agreed for her to marry Peng. Usually the parents of the daughter were looking for a man with a higher social standing. If my assumptions were right, Po Po had pulled off an amazing feat with that wedding. I had to wonder how much of Peng’s early success was due to his business acumen versus money from his wife’s parents.

      “She must have had a lot of suitors,” I said, making it sound like an afterthought.

      “Peng was good enough for her. He was good man.” Po Po’s tone hardened a bit. Perhaps I’d pressed too hard.

      “I know he’s a good man.” I chuckled. “That’s why I married him. I’m just curious, that’s all. I’m sure the kids are too.”

      “Now not time to talk about this. You their mother now.”

      That was a first, Po Po acknowledging that I was Ryan and Lucy’s mother. In all the years that I had known her, she had never openly made that declaration. I had unknowingly pressed a button. Well, maybe I kind of knew what I was doing. You would have picked at the peeling paint too.

      By then, the kids were hungry and fidgeting. No way I could continue to use them as an excuse to fish for more information. Digging into the past would have to wait.
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      With Lee busy adding names to the roster for DNA testing, Leslie decided to take a trip to the demolition site. The case had stalled for the moment, so maybe a visit would spark something.

      When she arrived at the site, SEO was still on the scene and had it taped off. From what Lee had told her earlier, a lot of tourists, and locals, were stopping by to take selfies. Policing the area fell upon the SEO staffers. That wasn’t their job, but the department couldn’t afford to station officers there with so much need elsewhere in the city, so looky-loos could easily access the property.

      Leslie parked her SUV next to a media van. There were two of them, down from the three that had shown up the night the body was found. To her relief, CNN wasn’t there. Maybe they’re losing interest. Just as she had that thought, a group of young Chinese teens appeared. They stood just outside the taped area and started snapping photos. At least they’re respecting the boundary.

      Darren Wong, the investigator in charge of the scene examination, was talking to a few of his men when Leslie approached. He wore a white jumpsuit and had on work gloves.

      “Inspector Choi, how can I help you?” he asked after excusing himself from his men.

      “Just wanted a firsthand look at the crime scene. I hadn’t had chance to come out here yet.”

      “Well, as you can see, we’re still working on it.” He motioned with his head.

      “How are things coming along?”

      “Slow,” he said, resting his hands on his waist. “We’ve mapped out a grid over the remainder of the building and are now taking core samples from the concrete at one-foot intervals. Hopefully we won’t damage a body should we find another.”

      “Sounds like that’s at least a solid week’s worth of work.”

      Wong nodded. “Could be more, but we’re moving as fast as we can. We’re attacking the building in teams so we can work around the clock. If we didn’t, this would be closer to a three- or maybe even a four-week process. The good news is we haven’t found any new bodies.”

      Leslie glanced back at the group of teens. “Having much trouble with the public?”

      “Nah, every now and then a few encroach beyond the tape, and I run them off. They’re harmless.” Wong waved both of his hands. “The problem is that guy walking toward us.”

      Wong looked beyond Leslie’s head, prompting her to turn around and see Roger Song approaching them.

      “He’s out here every day, harassing me about timing.”

      “Inspector!” Song shouted out. His tie was loose, and the top two buttons of his shirt undone. He had both sleeves rolled up to his elbows. As he crossed the uneven ground, he nearly lost his balance twice.

      “Not very athletic, is he?” Leslie said out of the side of her mouth.

      Song was breathing hard by the time he reached them. “I’m so glad you’re here to put an end to this investigation,” he said in between labored breaths. “I’ve made repeated calls to your office regarding my predicament. I’m assuming that’s the reason you’re here. Anyway, thank you so much for your understanding.”

      Leslie folded her arms. “Mr. Song, I’m glad you’re here as well. I have a few questions for you.”

      “Questions? But I’ve told you everything already.”

      “You answered my previous questions. I have new ones.”

      “You’re not closing the investigation, are you?”

      “Sadly, we’re digging in. Expect this site to be shut down for at least a month or⁠—”

      “A month? You got to be kidding me. I can’t…the money…What do I tell my partners?” Song buried his face into both palms.

      Leslie thought the guy would start bawling at any second.

      “This is not good. Not good at all,” he continued to whine.

      “Let’s start with your partners,” Leslie said as she removed her cell phone from the inside pocket of her jacket and tapped on a note-taking application. “Who are they?”

      Song lowered his hands. “Who are they? They have nothing to do with the body. They’re not even here in Hong Kong. It’s a British investment firm, and they’re fronting ninety percent of the financing. Do you have any idea what’s at stake?”

      “Are they aware of your delay?”

      “Of course they are.” Song pointed at the news vans. “Thanks to those idiots. I spent hours calming their nerves and urging them not to pull the plug.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Who’s financing the other ten percent?”

      “I am. And that’s a lot for a guy like me. I’m a one-man operation. I can’t afford the loss. The demolition alone is costing me a fortune.”

      “So it’s just you doing the work here? No staff?”

      “I do the legwork to put the deal together. Once the project is a go, I hire companies to help me execute.”

      “How do you find the properties you develop?”

      “Research, talking to people. You know, you hear things.”

      “No I don’t know.” I motioned to the building with my head. “Why don’t you tell me exactly how you heard about this place?”

      “A real estate agent brought it to my attention.”

      “That agent got a name?”

      “Peter Song.”

      “Song? Any relation?”

      He paused briefly. “Peter’s my cousin.”
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      Leslie had continued to question Roger Song about others who might be involved, but she already knew she’d want to talk to Peter. Real estate agents tended to follow properties for years, and they also tended to sell and resell the same property over and over. She couldn’t help but wonder at the moment if Peter had also brokered the initial sale to Sheila. If so, he had history with the building, and that made it worth digging deeper.

      Roger had provided a phone number and an address to Peter’s office. Leslie decided against calling. No need to scare him off. Always better to just show up. The location was back in Wan Chai, not too far from Roger’s office. On the way there, she phoned Lee to update him on what she had learned.

      “So the cousin is involved.” Lee cleared his throat. “That’s interesting.”

      “I’m on my way to his office now to question him.”

      “Want me to meet you there?”

      “I’ll be fine. But go ahead and run his name and his business. It’s called Peter Song Properties. Let me know if anything comes up.”

      “Got it. By the way, I was able to collect a DNA sample from Sheila Yang. She was very cooperative. Roger Song has yet to return my call, but since he’s still at the crime scene, I think I’ll take a ride over to the site and just pick him up. I’m sure he’ll want to cooperate if he thinks it’ll end the investigation.”

      The traffic was heavy that day, and the drive took much longer than Leslie had anticipated. It was nearly four p.m. when she arrived at Peter Song Properties. She wasn’t sure he would still be around, but parked her SUV anyway.

      Peter’s office was on the third floor of a nondescript office building. Bland as it was, it was the nicest building she had visited throughout the investigation. Sheila certainly wasn’t the owner; that was for sure. Unlike Roger, Peter had a receptionist, and she was expecting Leslie.

      “Please have a seat while I ring Mr. Song,” she said, directing Leslie to the one chair in the waiting room. The woman looked to be in her mid-forties. She had a pleasant smile and a gentle voice. “He just needs a minute. Would you like a bottled water?”

      “No, thank you.”

      As the words left Leslie’s mouth, the phone on the desk rang.

      “He’s ready. Just head in through that door.”

      Peter’s office looked nothing like Roger’s. His desk was larger and made out of a dark wood. He had a matching shelf and credenza to complement it. There was art on the walls—nothing spectacular, but still better than staring at white paint. The walls themselves were a very light sky blue. It had a calming effect.

      “Inspector Choi, welcome.” Peter stood and reached across his desk. “I’m Peter Song.”

      I took his hand and gave it a prompt shake.

      “You’re lucky Roger phoned me. Had he not, I wouldn’t be here. It’s a slow day, and I thought about leaving early. Please have a seat,” he said, pointing at the two chairs in front of his desk. “By the way, I know why you’re here. Terrible thing. Can you imagine being cooped up in a building for that long?”

      Leslie curled a few loose strands of hair behind her ears. “Well, considering the person was dead, I’m not so sure he felt the effects of his solitary confinement.”

      “Ha! Yes, you’re right.” Peter fashioned his hand into a handgun and pretended to shoot himself in the head.

      “Tell me about your relationship with the building.”

      “Well, I sold it to Roger, if that’s what you’re asking. I remember when the building was built. A lot of real estate agents were aware of it. I mean, that’s my job: to know about various properties, whether they’re for sale or not. I like keeping a mental vault of the buildings in the city. Anyway, it wasn’t at the top of mind until Roger mentioned to me that he wanted to build a luxury condo. Like Hong Kong needs another one.” He chuckled. “Anyway, when he told me he needed a property near the promenade, I immediately thought of that building. By then, it was dilapidated to its current condition—a total teardown—but the location and the size of the property fit his needs exactly. He agreed when I showed him the specs.”

      “And you contacted the owner of the building at the point, Sheila Yang?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Did you know her beforehand?”

      “I knew of her, but we had never done business together. That building was the first.”

      “Did Sheila disclose any renovations or modifications that were made to the building while under her ownership?”

      “No. In fact, she was very vocal about the building being sold as is. Anything found wrong with it would be the responsibility of the purchaser. Maybe she knew about the body and thought the clause in the contract would save her.”

      “Mr. Song, did you know the developer of the building?”

      He shook his head.

      “It wasn’t too long ago you were telling me the nature of your job. Surely if you knew of this building’s existence from the time it was constructed to the present, it would be safe to say you would also know the developer.”

      Peter shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      “Do you know who built the building?”

      After a few seconds of squirming and licking his lips, he finally responded. “I don’t know anything about that body. I just brokered the sale. My cousin is innocent in this mess too.”

      “I didn’t say either one of you were guilty. We’re just having a conversation. That’s all.”

      “It doesn’t seem that way.” His tone grew defensive.

      “Tell you what. If you voluntarily submit a DNA sample, we can make your innocence official.”

      “Fine. I have nothing to hide.”

      “By the way, how long have you been in business?”

      “A little over twenty years. Why?”

      “Have you ever heard of company called Lotus Development?”

      His eyes shot up and to the left as he thought about her question. “It doesn’t sound familiar. Is that the company that built the building?”

      “It is, but the name of the owner is missing from the records.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Property development is also recorded and kept on file in the same department with property sales. In the past, I’ve had to go in and revise the records of some of my deals.”

      “Why would you need to do that?”

      “For a variety of reasons. A wrong name was given or misspelled. Or, on some occasions, an estate agent is so sure that the deal is locked, he files the paperwork. Later the financing doesn’t come through or the buyer’s name changes, and the information has to be changed. It’s more common than you might think. I’m not saying it’s right, but it saves a lot of headache to just revise an old record, if possible, than go through the trouble of producing a new document. That’s probably what happened.”

      “Can anyone make these changes?”

      “Technically, no. But you know how things work. There’s a price for everything.”

      Leslie pursed her lips as she stared into Peter’s eyes. He would never look directly at her for longer than a second or so, always shifting his gaze down or off to the side. It was typical for people to be nervous when being questioned by the authorities. Was that the case with Peter? Leslie straddled the fence.

      “Would you mind if I question your assistant?” she asked, rising.

      “Oh, no, not a problem. I’ll just call her in.”

      “I prefer if I talk with her outside, without your presence. It’ll feel less like a grilling if it’s just me and her.”

      Peter gave her a reluctant nod and watched her exit his office.

      Leslie closed the door behind her and pulled a chair up closer to the assistant’s desk. She extended her hand and officially introduced herself.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Inspector. My name is Vicki Wing. Is everything okay? Do I need to schedule another time for you to come back and see Mr. Song?”

      “No, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

      “Me?” She pressed her hand against her white blouse, covering the circular jade pendant she wore on a gold chain.

      “You’re not in trouble. This is just a formality. Could you tell me how long you worked for Mr. Song?”

      “If I include this year, then it would be fifteen years even.”

      Leslie made a mental note that Vicki had started the same year the building was constructed. “That’s a long time. Were you the first assistant Peter had?”

      “No, another person held this job before me.”

      “Did you know her?”

      “No, I didn’t. And it wasn’t a ‘she’ but a ‘he.’ I believe his name was Gerry Chang, if my memory serves me correctly. I found a few of his personal items in the desk when I cleaned it out on my first day.”

      “Do you know why he left the company?”

      “I had asked Mr. Song that same question, only because he mentioned Gerry worked here for just two months.”

      “And what was the reason he gave you?”

      “He said Gerry had suddenly passed away.”
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      A past employee of Peter’s dying the same year the building was built—that was too much of a coincidence for Leslie to ignore. She immediately brought Peter to HKP Headquarters. Lee had already picked up Roger Song for his DNA sample when Leslie called him and told him what she had learned. Lee detained Roger from that point on.

      The Songs were being held in separate interrogation rooms. Both had been there for about thirty to forty minutes with absolutely no contact with anyone. They were told that they were not under arrest but further questioning was needed, and then they would be free to go.

      Lee and Leslie stood behind the two-way mirror watching Peter fidget on the stool.

      “He sweats a lot. Was he this nervous when you questioned him at his office?” Lee asked.

      “Not nearly as bad, but it makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

      Lee nodded. “Just to be thorough, should we swab his assistant’s mouth?”

      “Let’s do that. I don’t think she’s involved but you never know. So we’re in agreement on how we’ll play this?” Leslie confirmed, still staring ahead.

      “Yeah, I think this approach will loosen their mouths.”

      “Okay, I’ll handle Peter. You take care of Roger.”

      A few seconds later, Leslie entered the small room that held Peter and took a seat on a metal stool opposite him.

      “You have no right to keep me here. Why am I handcuffed? You said we were only talking.”

      “You shouldn’t have been. I apologize.” Leslie undid the handcuffs, and Peter rubbed his wrists. “Feel better?”

      He nodded.

      “Can I get you something to drink? A soda? Coffee?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Let’s talk about Gerry Chang, your assistant.”

      “Is that what this is all about?”

      “According to your current assistant, he worked for you for only two months. That’s not very long. Usually turnaround like that indicates a problem.”

      “There was no problem. Gerry died.”

      Leslie cocked her head off to the side and clucked her tongue. “A dead person sounds like a problem to me. How did Gerry die?”

      “He had a heart attack.”

      “At the office?”

      “No.”

      “I see. And how did you learn that Gerry had passed away?”

      Peter chewed on his lower lip before hesitantly opening his mouth and then shutting it again.
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        * * *

      

      Lee entered the room sipping coffee from a mug and holding a bottle of water. Roger sat in the chair, slouched forward toward the table with his head down. It wasn’t until Lee sat on the stool and set his mug on the table that Roger acknowledged his presence by raising his gaze slightly.

      “You’ll ruin my business,” His voice had turned raspy since they last spoke.

      Lee unscrewed the cap of the bottle and handed it to Roger, who promptly gulped half of the water before using the back of his hand to wipe his mouth.

      “Maybe you should have been honest with me from the beginning.”

      Roger sat up straighter. “Honest? I’ve been nothing but honest with you. I had nothing to do with that body in the building.”

      “Do you know Gerry Chang?”

      “What’s he got to do with all of this?” Roger’s mouth hung slightly ajar as he waited for a response.

      Lee didn’t answer. Instead he picked up his mug and slurped his coffee.

      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about. Gerry’s been dead for…” Roger trailed off as the obvious struck him. “You don’t think the body in the building is Gerry, do you?”

      “I know Gerry died the same year the building was constructed.”

      “So did thousands of other people in Hong Kong. And anyway, Gerry died of a heart attack. It’s true; go ahead and ask Peter.”

      “Did you know your cousin kept tabs on the building from the day it was built to the day he brokered the deal to sell it to you?”

      Roger shook his head slowly. His eyes took on a glassy appearance. “This can’t be happening.”

      “We were able to extract DNA from those remains. It’s only a matter of time before we match it to Gerry.”

      Lee’s last response snapped Roger to attention.

      “But Gerry died of a heart attack.”

      “Were you there when he died?”

      Roger jerked his head back. “No.”

      “How can you be sure he died that way?”

      Roger babbled for a moment before finding his words. “Peter told me he found Gerry lying dead in his bed.”

      “Do you have any idea why Peter would be at Gerry’s place? Were they close friends maybe?”

      “Close friends? They lived together.”
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        * * *

      

      “Please don’t make me repeat myself. It’s a real drag,” Leslie said, her tone even.

      Peter didn’t bother to hide his distaste for being held like a criminal. His exaggerated breaths conveyed that point to a T. “Gerry was an old friend of mine. I knew him since we were teens. We went to the same school. Shortly before his death, he had fallen on hard times, and I wanted to help him out. I gave him a job and a place to stay temporarily.”

      “You rented an apartment for him?”

      Peter shook his head. “No apartment. He stayed with me.”

      “You didn’t happen to lend him any money during these tough times, did you?”

      Peter nodded. “A lot. More than I would have liked.”

      Leslie was surprised by Peter’s admission but held her gaze steady and controlled her emotions. “Clarify ‘a lot?’”

      “HK$200,000. I know the money makes it look suspicious but I’m telling the truth about his death. I found him dead in his bed one morning.”

      “Did I mention the skeleton we found still has its full jaw intact?” Leslie leaned forward and rested her forearms on the table.

      Peter shrugged. “So?”

      “That means we have a full set of teeth. You know how easy it is to match dental records with today’s advancements? Will you still stick with the same story when we match it to Gerry? And even if your cousin is saying something different?”

      “What’s he saying?”

      “You know we can only offer one of you a deal.”

      “What deal are you talking about?”

      “The one given for cooperating.” Leslie smiled. “Don’t you want it to be you?”

      “Roger doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He wasn’t there.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what he said, except he’s not one-hundred-percent sure how Gerry died. He said there wasn’t an autopsy.”

      “You’ll never be able to match those teeth to Gerry.”

      “What makes you so sure of that. We have the capability.”

      “Because I had Gerry cremated.”
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        * * *

      

      Leslie met Lee back inside the room that gave them a view of Peter.

      “I’ve got to hand it to you, Leslie. Your hunch that Peter knew Gerry on a personal level was dead on. Roger readily admitted that Peter and Gerry lived together. Were they lovers?”

      “I don’t think so. Peter told me he simply helped him out with a job and a place to stay, but he lent Gerry a lot of money—HK$200,000.”

      “So something comes between them and they start arguing over the money. Peter gets angry and accidently kills Gerry. He panics and hides the body in the building that’s being constructed.”

      “Something like that, except he’s claiming that he had Gerry cremated.”

      “You believe him?”

      “Until we have proof otherwise, no.”

      Lee tilted his head slightly. “Well, I definitely have Roger believing he might be caught up in something fishy. He’s questioning everything he knows about what happened. Telling him we were able to extract DNA from the remains and it being only a matter of time before we match to Gerry, played brilliantly.”

      “Does he know that we can’t match it unless we have some personal item of Gerry’s or collect a sample of DNA from a known relative?”

      “Not a clue,” Lee said with a chuckle. He then looked at his watch. “An SEO team should be hitting both Roger’s and Peter’s places right about now and collecting samples of anything and everything. If we come up with DNA that’s different from the Song cousins, I’ll have Dr. Fang test it against the two profiles he already has. So, how sure are you that skeleton is Gerry Chang?”

      “Honestly? About fifty-fifty. The money gives us a motive, Gerry died the same year, and Peter admits to keeping tabs on the building. There’s a possibility. Better to clear the path and hit a dead end than to ignore it completely.”

      “So now what?”

      “Let ’em stew while we have a conversation with Dr. Fang.”
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      “I’m telling you, a DNA sample is useless unless we have another sample to compare it to, either one from the victim or DNA collected from a blood relative, ideally the parents or a sibling,” Fang said as he snapped on a pair of latex gloves. “Without that, this body will remain unidentified. There’s nothing I can do about that.”

      “Have you tested the DNA for Peter, Roger, and Sheila?” Leslie asked.

      “My assistant is conducting those tests. I’ll know the results shortly.”

      Fang walked over to the skeleton and ran a finger gently along the jawline of the skull. “You know your other option of identifying the remains is through dental records. Look at the teeth. They’re perfectly intact. A match will be easy. If you can provide me with the victim’s dental x-rays, I can make a comparison.”

      Fang removed the gloves and tossed them into a rubbish bin. “I’m also aware that an SEO team is scrubbing the apartments of both men right now.” Fang tilted his head from side to side. “I’ll be honest. The odds of finding something left over from Gerry after fifteen years… It’s a stretch, but I’m not one to say never. We’ll test any DNA that’s recovered. Let’s see what the team comes back with.”

      Leslie and Lee returned to the holding rooms, no further ahead than when they left.

      “I still feel good about building this case around Peter,” Lee said. “But unless we can identify that body, it won’t stick. If he did kill Gerry Chang and that’s his body we recovered from the building, then Peter covered his tracks pretty well.”

      “They’ve sat long enough,” Leslie said. “Let’s see if their imaginations ran wild.”

      From the moment Leslie entered the interrogation room, Peter demanded to see his lawyer. The waiting seemed to have the opposite effect on him.

      “I’m not saying another word,” he barked. “You can’t keep me here. I’ve done nothing wrong. I demand to make a call right now. Every minute you hold me will work against you because I’m speaking the truth about Gerry Chang. You’ll see.”

      “If you’re so sure that the body we found isn’t Gerry, then you should be willing to help us prove it. The innocent always cooperate.”

      “I have no problem talking, but I still want my lawyer here.”

      Leslie headed over to the other interrogation room, and Lee told her that Roger was demanding to speak with a lawyer. “Yeah, I got the same response from Peter. It seems like they’ve both run out of patience.”

      “Yeah, and if we don’t officially charge them with something, we’re going to have to cut them loose.” Lee glanced at his watch. “We already held them longer than we should have.”

      “Let them have their phone call.”

      It was nearing nine p.m., and the cousins had been detained for about three hours. Both men had their lawyers appear shortly after they made the calls. Leslie released Roger soon after his lawyer arrived, but she held Peter for additional questioning.

      “You can’t hold my client. From what you’ve told me, you have nothing substantial.”

      Michael Kadin, Peter’s lawyer, kept his tone calm and professional. A handshake was the only friendly gesture Leslie elicited from him. She couldn’t recall ever meeting him or hearing his name, which was strange considering her long tenure with HKP.

      “Mr. Kadin, we’re simply trying to identify a body. Your client has told us he’s willing to cooperate.” Leslie gestured to Peter. Lee stood quietly, leaning against the glass partition with a notepad and pen in his hand.

      “My client has voluntarily provided a DNA sample and told you everything he knows. He’s cooperated.” Kadin pulled down on the lapels of his jacket, signaling the meeting was over. He was dressed nicely in a navy blue Hugo Boss suit, with a clean-shaven face and neatly groomed, light brown hair.

      Leslie turned to Peter, who was still seated. “Did Gerry have a dentist? If we can get a hold of his dental records, we can see if they match the body we have. This will be the quickest and easiest way to clear you.”

      Kadin also turned to Peter and nodded for him to answer.

      “He asked me once who my dentist was, but it was a long time ago, and I don’t know if he went or not.”

      “Give us the name of the dentist and let us worry about that.”

      “Dr. Kim. I believe his first name was Jin. He’s Korean.”

      Lee wrote down the name of the dentist.

      “You mentioned that Gerry died of a heart attack. Did you call the paramedics? Was he rushed to hospital and declared dead there? Was an autopsy done? A third party confirming that can help.”

      “There was no way I would pay for an autopsy. He was dead when I went to wake him that morning. Clearly he had a heart attack.”

      “Oh, so you’re also a physician qualified to determine the cause of death purely through eyesight?” Lee questioned, his tone heavy with sarcasm. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Look, Gerry had no family. I was all he had.” Peter patted his chest as the lines in his brow deepened. “Why pay good money to a doctor so he can tell me something I already know? And anyhow, because he had no family, there was nobody to tell. Why go through the trouble? I hired a funeral home to handle the cremation and that was it.” He looked away as he let out a forceful breath.

      Lee readied his pen again while Leslie and Kadin stared at Peter. A beat later, Peter blurted out the name of the business that handled the cremation. “We appreciate your help and we apologize for the inconvenience. You’re free to go,” Leslie said.

      Peter kept his head down and mumbled as he walked past her.

      Kadin stopped a foot in front of her. “From this point forward, if you want to speak to my client, I need to be present. Clear?”

      “Aye, aye, captain,” she said, saluting Kadin.

      The lawyer ignored her smartass comment and exited the room.

      Lee glanced at his watch. It was late, and he was beat. “I’ll call the funeral home and hunt down the dentist first thing in the morning. We’ll know soon if all of this was worth it.”

      “Questioning people is always worth it,” Leslie said before exiting the room.
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      Po Po and the kids were exhausted from all the walking we did during the day. To be honest, so was I. We didn’t need to put it to a vote; we were staying in that night.

      “Ryan. Lucy. Bathe. Now.”

      Both kids were lying on the bed watching TV. I knew if they didn’t shower then, it would damn near be impossible to have them do it after they’ve eaten. They both groaned as they dragged themselves off the beds. Lucy walked into her and Po Po’s room. Ryan made a beeline to our bathroom.

      While the kids bathed, I put in an order to room service: a chicken burger for Ryan and a grilled cheese sandwich for Lucy. Po Po wasn’t too hungry and wanted only a bowl of jook, rice porridge. I ordered a chicken Caesar salad for myself.

      After dinner, the kids dozed off, and I took the opportunity to talk to Po Po before she faded. I had ordered hot water with our dinner and asked Po Po to join me on the balcony for tea. I used the tea leaves I purchased from a small shop near our hotel. While our drinks steeped, we enjoyed the view of the skyline across the bay.

      “Po Po, I want to talk to you about something that’s been on my mind all day.”

      She looked at me with inquisitive eyes.

      “What you said earlier about Peng and Mei’s marriage being arranged…was that the truth?”

      “Of course. Why you think this way?”

      “It’s just that…well, I know how these things work. The status thing confuses me. You didn’t come from money, and it seems like Mei’s family did, so…” I waited for Po Po to finish my sentence.

      She sat there with pursed lips before taking a sip of her tea and swallowing. “Peng was good man. Why so hard for you to believe he can get good girl?”

      “I agree, but this marriage was arranged. That tells me it wasn’t the typical courtship. The details would have been discussed first by you and Mei’s parents. Then Peng and Mei would have been clued in.”

      “This arrangement not work same way,” she said.

      I couldn’t understand why Po Po was being so tight-lipped about the subject. Then again, she probably wondered why I found the arrangement so unlikely.

      “I’m asking because it’s information about Peng, something that always interests me. We never really discussed his previous marriage and now that he’s gone… It’s just, I don’t know, it’s something I feel I want to know.”

      Po Po let out a soft breath. “Peng meet Mei at dance. They know each other first. I didn’t know Peng see Mei and her parents didn’t know either.”

      “I can imagine they weren’t thrilled when they did find out.”

      “They forbid Mei from seeing Peng. They also tell him to not contact her again.”

      Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.

      “I think Peng and Mei listen, but they keep their relationship. And then…”

      Yeah, and…

      Po Po took another sip of her tea.

      Yeah, and…

      “Mei pregnant.”

      Ah-ha! Now it all made sense. The arrangement was out of necessity. “So that’s the reason why they married? Mei’s parents thought it better to marry than to have their daughter give birth to a baby out of wedlock?”

      Po Po nodded her head. I couldn’t quite tell if she was upset about what had happened or sad about it. “Mei’s parents not happy but say they must marry. They come up with story of how Peng and Mei meet to tell everybody. They lie about where Peng come from.”

      “Wow, they sound like wonderful people,” I said with an eye roll.

      Po Po grunted in agreement.

      “I take it you didn’t exactly get along with them.”

      “I do what make Peng happy.”

      We sat quietly while I absorbed everything Po Po said to me. I didn’t know Mei’s parents, but if I did, I probably wouldn’t like them either. The marriage was nothing more than a way for them to save face. As I mulled that thought, something else popped into my head, something I remember Peng telling me about Mei’s parents.

      “Maybe I heard wrong, but I could have sworn that Peng told me Mei’s parents died in a car accident shortly before Ryan was born. Is that right?”

      Po Po averted her eyes to the bay.

      “Well, did they or didn’t they?” I asked again.

      She looked back at me. “No. Mei’s parents still alive.”
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      A wake-the-hell-up slap across my face. That was what hearing Po Po’s words felt like. Not that she intended it to have that effect.

      “Wait, what? You mean to tell me Ryan and Lucy have other living grandparents besides you? How can that be? They’re supposed to be dead, right?”

      Not a single phone call. No letters or birthday cards or Christmas presents. No acknowledgement of the kids. None whatsoever. What sort of grandparents do something like that? We—well, the kids and I—were under the impression that they had died, but, no, they just didn’t give a damn.

      I sat dumbfounded. How could this be? Why on earth would Po Po and Peng keep something like this from me? I reached over and placed a hand on Po Po’s thigh. “Please tell me this is just a very unfunny joke.”

      “This why I not want talk about Mei. Only cause problems. Now you upset.”

      “Upset? You think I’m upset? That doesn’t even begin to convey how I’m feeling right now,” I said, trying to keep my voice from rising. “You knew all these years. Peng knew. How could you two have kept this from me, from the kids?”

      I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms across my chest. They have no idea. “You know, you seem awfully calm about this.”

      Po Po let out a small breath. “After we agree to marriage, Mei’s parents change mind. They tell Mei to take baby out but she refuse.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Po Po nodded. She said Mei’s parents were adamant about her having an abortion. When Mei refused and told them she would still marry Peng, they completely cut her out of their lives. Po Po felt it was better that way if they couldn’t accept Mei’s child and the man she loved.

      From that point, there was no contact. Po Po said it was fairly easy to carry on without them. Peng and Mei had never associated with her parents’ friends, and they were never told that Mei was married or even had a child. Po Po said Mei wasn’t entirely sure what story her parents told to explain Mei’s sudden disappearance from their lives. She hadn’t wanted anything to do with them after their admission of what they thought of the unborn child.

      I continued to shake my head in disbelief. “So are they still living in Hong Kong at the moment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do they know Mei had a second child? Do they know about Lucy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      By then, Po Po had started to nod off. I gave her a hug and told her to go to bed. After she left, I remained out on the balcony late into the night. To know my kids’ own blood wanted nothing to do with them broke my heart. For their sake, there was no way I would ever tell them this secret.

      Learning that Mei’s parents were still alive—and that they apparently hated my husband—also opened up a part of my past that I thought I had closed: Peng’s death. I couldn’t help but think that if I’d known then that Mei’s parents were still alive, perhaps the results of my fruitless yearlong investigation into his murder might have been different. Not that I thought they were the ones who killed him…but, dammit, there was motive.

      Wait a minute, Abby. Are you honestly, seriously considering that?

      I dunno, maybe.

      My modus operandi when investigating a case had always been to chase down every lead, no matter how farfetched it sounded. Thinking the in-laws had something to do with his murder wasn’t a stretch. Most of my time during that year was spent investigating the Triads because of the brutality of the murder. The other area where I concentrated my efforts was with known business associates. A deal gone south seemed to fit the bill as well. But really, I questioned everyone, even Po Po. Had I known Peng’s in-laws were still alive, I would have certainly questioned them. No doubt about that. He impregnated their daughter after they expressly forbade him seeing her. Maybe Mei’s parents never got over her marriage and pregnancy and took their resentment for Peng one step further. Was I even seriously thinking this? Yes.

      There I sat on the balcony of the Shangri-La with a beautiful night view of the harbor in front of me, on holiday with my family, and the only thoughts running through my head at the moment had to do with Peng’s murder.
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      “It’s good thing I headed over to Dr. Kim’s practice first thing in the morning,” Lee said after swallowing a swig from his water bottle. He dropped into the chair in front of Leslie’s desk.

      “Why’s that?” Leslie asked.

      “He’s retiring. When I got to his office, he and some of his staff were boxing up his files; the equipment had already been sold off. I confiscated everything still on site.”

      “Did he recall having Gerry as a patient?”

      “He said the name didn’t sound familiar, but that that didn’t mean he wasn’t a patient. Some come in once and never come back. He had no problem turning over all the dental records and x-rays. Really, I think he just saw it as a way to wash his hands of the stuff. Nothing was digitized, so I had everything from his practice shoved into boxes and hauled over here. It took two trips. I have it all sitting in a room down the hall.”

      Leslie stood up and rounded her desk, moving toward the door. “And the funeral home?”

      Lee followed. “They claim they have no record of cremating Gerry Chang, nor do they know who Peter Song is.”

      “You believe them?” she asked as they entered the hall. She hung back a little, letting him lead the way. “They might be covering for Song. Maybe he paid them off to perform the cremation and keep it off the record.”

      “I didn’t get that impression. They seemed really buttoned up. You thinking we should look at them a bit harder?”

      “Let’s see where the x-rays get us first.”

      Lee stopped and opened the door to the interrogation room. Inside were about thirty large cardboard boxes stuffed with manila folders.

      “Sheesh, that’s a lot,” Leslie said as she walked over to a box and peeked inside.

      “Yeah and a lot of the files are no longer in their labeled folders. The actual x-rays have a sticker indicating who the patient is. We’ll have to look at every one of them but it shouldn’t take that long. I know you want to help, but it’s not necessary. I can⁠—”

      “It’ll be faster if we both attack it.”

      Lee picked up a box and placed it on the table. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find it right away.”

      “Optimism: the first step toward disappointment.” Leslie pulled a handful of files out of the box and took a seat.

      “Way to stay positive, Boss.”

      They sifted through the files and built another pile of records: x-rays that weren’t Gerry’s. The whole process seemed to move much faster than either thought it would at first—until they began to find x-rays that weren’t labeled.

      “We jinxed it,” Leslie said with a chuckle.

      Lee scrawled Unidentified on one of the empty boxes. “We’ll need Dr. Fang’s help in determining if any of these belong to our skeleton,” he said, drawing out his last few words.

      She looked up and found him chewing on his bottom lip. “What?”

      “I’m thinking what if none of these x-rays match our victim and we don’t get any further with the funeral home? Neither of the cousins matched the DNA we have. Do we stop looking at them?”

      “We might have to. There are a lot of ifs in this case that we don’t have any answers to. We got an unidentified body, which is our biggest hurdle. If we can’t identify it, this might be another cold case filed away. It’s that simple. I don’t like it, but there’s only so much we can do.”

      “I agree. Impossible to build a case if we don’t know the identity of the victim. Are you still thinking this is some sort of friendship deal gone wrong?”

      “It’s the only motive I can see.” Leslie lowered a file. “Peter admitted to lending Gerry a large sum of money—a loan to help Gerry get back on his feet. There could be a third person involved: someone Peter hired to get rid of Gerry.”

      “True. Gerry could also have brought an opportunity to Peter, some questionable action or a bad investment. Whatever the reason, losing HK$200,000 is hard to swallow.” Lee grabbed another stack of folders.

      “Yup. And he saw only one way to right the wrong. If we don’t get a match with these records, I think we dig a bit more. I’m not quite ready to cut them loose yet.”

      “Them? You think Roger’s involved?”

      “I think he might be covering for his cousin, but that’s about it. He doesn’t strike me as the type to kill someone.”

      “And you think Peter’s responsible?”

      “He’s the one with the relationship with Gerry. That could have driven him to do this. Loyal friend screws you over. A lot of people end up dead for doing that.”

      “Makes sense,” Lee said, nodding his head. “You know it seems like we have the right pieces to the puzzle, but we just haven’t found the right way to put it together. We got Peter’s history with the building.” He began a count using his fingers. “His friend Gerry, the one he lent money to, is dead. Decomposition on the body is in line with being buried in the building for fifteen years, so the timing is right. The funeral home couldn’t confirm Peter’s claim that he had Gerry cremated. All of it has me wanting to say ‘yes, we got this,’ but something tells me—even though you’re also nodding—that you don’t believe it.”

      Leslie placed the file she was looking at on the table and leaned back in her chair. “I agree with everything you’re saying. I want it to be Peter. I want that body to be Gerry. But you’re right. I haven’t fully convinced myself. There’s something about this that’s off. There’s a piece of the puzzle we don’t have right now, and I’m not sure I know what it is at the moment.”

      “Maybe there’s a third person involved. I mean, did Peter have help burying the body? Probably. Seems like a two-person job at the least. Did he know the developer? Did he know the crew constructing the building? How sure are we Sheila is innocent in all of this? Right now, we’re under the impression the two never knew each other until the deal to sell the building came to fruition. Could they have history? Did she lie about renovating the building? Maybe Peter approached her. She’s money hungry. Enough could have made her look the other way while he brought a crew in to stick the body in that wall.” Lee blinked, remembering something. “Speaking of Sheila, did she ever produce that contract detailing her purchase of the building?”

      “She hasn’t, and she’s had enough time.” Leslie removed her cell phone and found Sheila’s number.

      “This is Sheila Yang,” the voice said on the other end of the line.

      “Hi, Sheila. This is Inspector Choi. I’m calling to inquire about your efforts with locating that contract.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Things have been crazy on my end. I promise I’ll find it and get back to you.”

      Leslie rolled her eyes. “How about I stop by your place tomorrow as a gentle reminder?”

      “Oh, that won’t be necessary. I’ll get back to you.

      “I’m also hoping a search warrant won’t be necessary either.”

      The line went silent, but Leslie knew they were still connected because she could hear Sheila breathing.

      Lee had a smile on his face as he followed the conversation. A few seconds later, Leslie wrote down an address on a piece of paper. “I’ll see you at nine tomorrow. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Leslie placed her cell phone on the table. “Well, we still have the developer angle if Peter ends up not being our guy.”
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      Leslie got a late start the next morning and had to call Sheila, letting her know she would be about thirty minutes late. She and Lee had stayed at HKP Headquarters looking through the x-rays until three in the morning. Although they got through all the labeled x-rays, there were more unlabeled ones than they expected. It would take hours, maybe even an entire day or so, for Fang and his team to manually check each x-ray with the body.

      Sheila lived in one of the newer luxury high-rises cropping up on Hong Kong’s skyline. Hers was called Bay View, and the developers touted it as being a luxury home in the sky. It offered two- and three-bedroom split-level apartments—unheard of for space-crunched Hong Kong, where most apartments focused on fitting as many one-bedroom or studio spaces into a building as possible. It also boasted a rooftop pool, boutique shopping, and retail services on the ground floor, and a four-star restaurant. Apparently slumlording paid well.

      Sheila wore a smile as she greeted Leslie at the door of her twenty-sixth-floor apartment. “Please, come inside,” she gestured with her hand and moved off to the side.

      That was unexpected. Leslie stepped into the foyer and Sheila closed the door behind them. She surveyed the space out of habit. The walls, the stark furniture, the tile floors, the area rugs, everything was white, with the exception of a few houseplants. It was as if she were looking at a museum exhibit on boring and uncomfortable human habitats.

      “My office is back this way. I would offer you coffee but I don’t drink any. Whiskey?” Sheila asked.

      “I’m on the clock.”

      “Oh, that’s right. No drinking and working for the buttoned-up police.”

      Sheila pushed a door open and led the way into a small office that appeared to be the ugly step-cousin of the rest of the apartment. The centerpiece, a glass-top desk, was littered with filing folders, stacks of paper, old newspapers, unopened mail, a crumpled fast-food package, and a plate with a half-eaten muffin that looked to be several days old. Stacked banker boxes occupied most of the floor. An executive chair with cracked, worn leather sat behind the desk. The walls were bare and the sunlight from the fully exposed windows was relentless.

      “I get that look a lot,” Sheila said. “My workspaces have always been chaotic. I don’t know why. Plus the maid isn’t allowed in here.”

      Uh, I’m guessing it’s because you’re a slob.

      Sheila plopped down on her chair and gestured for Leslie to take a seat before spinning the chair around so she could reach into a black filing cabinet behind her. A half-empty bottle of liquor sat on top of it. “That contract, if I still have it, should be in here somewhere.”

      Leslie crossed her legs but said nothing to indicate her annoyance with Sheila for waiting until she arrived to look for the contract. Sheila muttered continuously while she searched through green hanging folders.

      After ten minutes or so, she pulled out a piece of paper accompanied by a shriek—her eureka moment. “Here it is! I knew I had it,” she said, spinning back around. Her eyes scanned the document as she nodded. “Yes, yes.” She jabbed her finger at the bottom of the paper; it crackled with each stab. “There’s your developer and my exit out of this investigation.” She handed the paper to Leslie.

      Leslie’s eyes shifted toward the bottom of the contract. “Wait, are you sure this is the correct contract?” she asked, crinkling her brow.

      “Sure, I’m sure. Lotus Development, that’s the name of the company. The owner’s name is right there. This is what you’re looking for, right?”

      Leslie frowned. This isn’t good.
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      The kids wanted a day of pure entertainment, and Hong Kong Disneyland seem to be the best way to provide it. When my phone rang, I was stuck in a chaotic line for the Mad Hatter Tea Cup ride. It was Leslie calling. Even if I hadn’t been ready to put the little boy behind me in a headlock for constantly kicking my heels, I wasn’t in the mood to talk. I was still a little emotional from Po Po’s revelation.

      “Hey, listen, I can’t really talk right now.” I shot a dirty look at the mother of the little boy.

      “That’s fine. Can we meet later tonight for a drink? I need to talk to you about something.”

      I sighed quietly; she was a good friend and I couldn’t say no. “Sure. Text me where.”

      Later that night, after the kids had been fed and bathed, I excused myself. I felt bad saddling Po Po with babysitting duties. This was also her vacation.

      “Don’t worry. Everything fine,” she said, not looking away from the Chinese soap opera on TV.

      I arrived at a bar called the Bullet a little before nine. I hadn’t set foot in that place for ages, not since I worked for HKP. The Bullet didn’t look like much from the outside. A small neon sign with a single bullet highlighted in yellow against black signaled its presence. There was one unremarkable door as the entrance, and there were no windows. The place wasn’t trying too hard to attract customers, and for good reason. It was a known hangout for the Wo Shing Wo, and they were pretty much the only ones allowed inside. I, however, had earned carte blanche access over the many years at HKP. Before I’d left the department, Leslie and I would have drinks there.

      While on the force, I quickly learned that I would never rid Hong Kong of the Triads. No matter how many I locked up, more would spring up in their place. Even cutting the head off the beast, the leadership, would have the opposite effect. They were the ones who kept the soldiers in line. Without them, the violence would increase twofold. The best I could hope to do was manage them.

      It was certainly not what I wanted, but I was smart enough to realize that until the average Hong Kong citizen said no to doing drugs, shed their gambling habits, stopped purchasing counterfeit products, and basically gave up a whole slew of other vices, the businesses that the Triads operated would continue to exist.

      To help keep the peace, I set about developing a relationship with influential individuals inside their organization. The Triads were allowed to operate, but it was in a controlled arena, one that I had set the parameters for. My superiors weren’t thrilled about my tactics, but the number of violent crimes in the city dropped. And that kept them in their cushy jobs. Positive statistics–that was what policing had come to be about.

      I pushed the front door to the bar open and grinned involuntarily. Nothing changes. Small speakers on the walls pumped out euro-trash. Three red upholstered booths populated the rear of the bar, while a number of small wooden tables were scattered across the floor leading to the front. Small spotlights in the ceilings lit the tables, allowing me to see what my nose had already detected: thick cigarette smoke slowly wafting upward. The rest of the bar was dim.

      There were small groups of men, maybe ten or twelve individuals in total, sitting around tables covered with beer bottles, whiskey glasses, and overflowing ashtrays. I didn’t recognize anyone immediately with the heavy shadows and smoky haze, but I wasn’t worried about getting thrown out.

      I took a step forward and a young man, dressed in fashionable blue jeans and a designer dress shirt, stood up quickly and blocked my way. A beat later, a voice from the booth in the rear of the bar shouted in Cantonese. The young man looked me over once before stepping aside.

      The eyes of the other men followed my every step as I walked toward the voice. A lone figure sat inside the booth, but his face was not lit. An open liquor bottle stood on the table. He tapped his cigarette into an ashtray before taking a long pull. The end burned bright red.

      I was five feet away when the man spoke. “Do my eyes deceive me or is that really you, Inspector Kane?”

      I recognized the voice. “Hello, Jo.”

      Jo Woo had been an up-and-coming Triad member when I worked for HKP. I had come to know him because he was a close confidant of a prominent enforcer at the time, one I’d had many run-ins with.

      “Welcome back, Inspector,” Jo said, taking another draw on his cigarette. “Last I heard you had run off to America.”

      “It’s Agent Kane now.”

      Jo perked up. “FBI? CIA?”

      “FBI.” Since he was sitting in the back booth, I assumed he was now a top enforcer for the gang. “I see you’ve also acquired a new position.”

      Jo leaned slightly forward, allowing the light to better highlight his face. He looked exactly as I remembered: gelled hair, fashionable clothing, and gold chains and rings. He still kept his baby face clean-shaven. “I’ve been rewarded, and rightfully so. To what do we owe the honor of your presence? I hope it’s not work related.”

      “I’m here on holiday.”

      “It’s nice of you to take the time to stop by and say hello. Allow me to buy you a drink. Jameson straight up, right?”

      I smiled. “You always did have a keen memory. I won’t take up any more of your time. I’m meeting a friend here.”

      “I hope this friend is also a friend of ours as well.”

      Just then the front door of the bar opened, and in walked Leslie. “Hello, Jo!” she called, waving.

      “I think you have your answer,” I said, winking at him. I turned around and joined Leslie at an empty table against the wall near the door.
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      “I see you’re playing catch up with Jo,” Leslie said as she took a seat at the small table, the only one that didn’t have a spotlight shining down upon it.

      “Seeing as I’m not HKP, I thought the least I could do was be respectful. No need to stir the pot unnecessarily with my return visit.”

      “How was Disneyland?” Leslie asked as she tucked her purse between the small of her back and the chair.

      “When we weren’t stuck in a line, it was wonderful. Seriously though, the kids had a blast, and so did Po Po.”

      “Good to hear, but I’m a bit surprised that you would travel all the way to Hong Kong to visit Disneyland. Isn’t it pretty much the same as the park in Los Angeles?”

      “We haven’t been to the one in LA, and it was only for one day. We’ve spent most of our time so far exploring different neighborhoods and attractions.” I told her about visiting Peng’s and my apartment and where he grew up with Po Po. “I thought it would be good for the kids, especially Lucy, to hear and see firsthand a bit of the past.”

      “Did it have a desirable effect?”

      “I think it was a positive experience. The kids enjoyed themselves, and they learned more about their father and mother; stuff even I didn’t know about.”

      “Oh?”

      I lowered my voice a bit and leaned forward over the table. “You won’t believe the big family secret that Po Po has been harboring for years.”

      Just then the bartender arrived with a tray holding two drinks: Jameson for me, and a gin and tonic for Leslie. “Compliments of the boss.”

      We raised our glasses to Jo in the back and then took a sip.

      “So tell me,” Leslie said, lowering her glass. “What’s this secret? Don’t leave me hanging. Get to it.”

      “Well, um, let’s see. Where to start.”

      “Anywhere. Just talk.”

      “Okay. You know how we thought Mei’s parents had died in a car crash?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Turns out they didn’t. They’re still alive and living in Hong Kong.”

      “Get out of here. For real?” Leslie jerked her glass, sloshing a bit of the liquid onto the table.

      “I wish I was kidding, but I’m not.” I told Leslie everything Po Po said to me.

      “You mean to tell me they voluntarily chose to fake their deaths, avoid contact with Ryan, Lucy, and their own daughter just to save face? Sheesh, the length some people will go for their reputation. This saving-face crap really bugs the hell out of me. It’s a custom practiced by weak people who let the thoughts of others define them.”

      I held my palms out and shrugged. “Hey, you’re preaching to the choir.”

      “So, Po Po and Peng, they obviously went along with it.”

      “Yup.” I explained Po Po’s rationale.

      “I can’t say I disagree,” Leslie said. “If those two idiots cared that much about their social standing, then good riddance. The kids are better off without those people in their lives. So now that you know, what are you going to do?”

      “Screw those two,” I said leaning back in my chair and taking a swig of my drink.

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      “What? About them? Yes and no. Part of me wants to pretend I don’t even know they are alive and move on. The other part wants to confront them and introduce the back of their heads to my hand. But what good would that do? We’ve done fine without them all these years.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      I knew exactly what Leslie had meant, but I thought I could skirt the issue. Not with her. “You want the truth?”

      “Uh, would I want anything but?”

      “Yes, it’s been on my mind. In fact, it’s all I’ve thought about. They hated Peng enough to completely erase their daughter from their lives. I have to wonder if they knew something about his murder.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. I would wonder the same.” Leslie pursed her lips. “You’re thinking of reaching out to them, aren’t you?”

      I let out a breath and leaned forward. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m torn. I’m here on a family vacation, not to investigate my husband’s murder.”

      “But it’s eating away at you.”

      “Yes!” I slapped the table with my palm. “Am I crazy for even having these thoughts?”

      “Nope.”

      “You know I worked hard to put that case, that part of my life, behind me so I could move forward.”

      “Of course.”

      “Heck, I picked up the family and moved them clear across the Pacific Ocean.”

      “Yeah, you did.” Leslie shifted in her seat.

      “You think I’m crazy?” I asked. “It’s okay. You can tell me it’s wrong to have these thoughts.”

      “It’s not that, Abby. It’s something else. Boy, I so don’t want to tell you this.”

      “Tell me what? What are you talking about?”

      I watched as she picked up her glass and gulped the rest of her drink in one swallow.

      “Okay you’re acting really strange right now. Spit it out.”

      She took a deep breath, as if she were getting ready to dive into a pool. “The reason why I brought you here, what I wanted to talk to you about…well, it won’t make your situation any better.”

      I cocked my head slightly. “What?”

      “I discovered who the developer is for that building we’re investigating.”

      “Great. You got your prime suspect. What does that have to do with me?”

      “The developer was your husband, Abby. Peng built that building.”
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      I stared at her, unable to form words.

      Leslie removed a piece of paper from her purse, unfolded it, and placed it on the table in front of me. She pointed at two signatures.

      I couldn’t believe what I saw. Yes, I knew Peng was a developer. He had his own business when I met him—Peng Yee Development. The name of the company on the paper, though, was Lotus Development. Peng had never mentioned that he had another business. First the revelation about Mei’s parents and now this—my husband built a building that just so happened to have the remains of a human in one of the walls.

      “That’s his signature, isn’t it?” Leslie asked.

      I nodded, still staring at the paper.

      “Did he ever mention this company to you?”

      I shook my head. “Are you sure this document is real?” My eyes met hers.

      Leslie gave me a look that answered my own question. She went ahead and filled me in on how she acquired the contract.

      “Do the names Roger Song or Peter Song ring a bell?”

      “No.”

      “What about Gerry Chang?”

      I shook my head.

      “And same goes for Sheila Yang?”

      “Yes. He never mentioned any of those people, and as far as I know, the only business he ever had was Peng Yee Development. Unless⁠—”

      “He had another business before you met,” Leslie finished my sentence. “It’s entirely possible he might have. Look, Abby, I’m not saying Peng is responsible for that body. I’m searching for answers right now. I’m just as much in shock as you, but you know what this means, right?”

      I knew exactly what it meant. She would need to question Po Po.

      “Who else knows about this right now?”

      “You and me. I haven’t told Lee yet, but I’ll have to soon.”

      “Okay, do me a favor. Keep it under wraps as much as you can. The last thing I want is to be the topic of conversation at HKP Headquarters.”

      “Don’t worry about Lee. He’s not one to yak.”

      “The other favor I have to ask of you is that you let me speak with Po Po first.”

      “Abby—”

      “Just let me prep her.” I glanced at my watch. “She’s probably already headed off to bed anyway. You can talk with her tomorrow morning. I promise.”

      “I’m sorry about the news.” Leslie reached across the table and took both of my hands into hers. “We’ll figure this out. Everything will be fine.”

      “I know.”

      “Right now, all we have is a piece of paper listing Peng as the person selling the building. There could be other parties involved. Having his name on the contract doesn’t mean he was the owner of Lotus Development either. There could be another reasonable explanation as to why his name is there. That’s why I need to talk with Po Po.”

      “I know. I would be doing the same thing you’re doing.” I squeezed her hands. “I really appreciate you handling it this way, coming to me first.”

      “I wouldn’t have done it any other way. You, Po Po, the kids—you’re family to me.”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you would figure out a way to involve me in your case,” I said with a smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      Leslie chuckled. “You know I’m not trying to involve you but since you offered…”

      My eyes widened.

      “I’m joking, my friend. I’m not involving you.”

      “Well, you kind of sort of did by telling me. You know there’s no way I can sit back and not think about this. I mean, I want to know why my husband is attached to a building that had a skeleton in the wall.”

      “I know. If you thought knowing Mei’s parents might have led to answers regarding your husband’s murder, surely discovering this only makes you want to double down.”

      “You can’t blame me. He was murdered, Leslie, and now we’re finding out about this building he supposedly built. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to think there might be a connection. I know you saw it before talking to me.”

      “Hey, let’s not jump to the worst possible conclusion. There is no concrete evidence connecting your husband’s murder with the skeleton in his building. And that’s the truth. So let’s reel it in a bit and remain positive.”

      “You’re right. I just thought maybe this might be an opportunity to find Peng’s murderer and finally have closure”

      “I understand, but I really don’t think it’s a good idea for you to get involved or even think about this.”

      “I’m already involved, and I’d like for you to keep me in the loop. Please? I need to know. You have to understand that, right?”

      “I do, I do. But let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. Promise me you’ll let me do my job.”

      I left Leslie that night with a promise to not interfere, but I knew I wouldn’t stop thinking.
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      It wasn’t long after Abby and Leslie left the Bullet that one of Jo’s men, Yong Gao, returned, breathless with sweat dripping down the sides of his face. He hurried to the rear booth, ignoring the ribbing and laughter from the other men. His actions always came across like suck-up politics to the more established members, but Yong brushed off their teasing and focused on the tasks given to him. The only thing he cared about was his boss’s approval.

      He bowed when he reached Jo’s table and waited for permission to take a seat before sliding into the booth. He remained a foot away from Jo—close enough that their hushed tones wouldn’t reach other ears, far enough to show respect for Jo’s personal space.

      Yong used a cocktail napkin to dab his forehead and face. “The agent speaks the truth. She is staying at the Shangri-La with her family. My contacts inside HKP have also confirmed that Inspector Choi is investigating the skeleton that was discovered in that old building near the promenade.”

      Jo swished his lips from side to side. “I wonder if Inspector Choi is asking the FBI for help.”

      “It’s not unlikely,” Yong agreed. “But I don’t know why the FBI would want to be involved, especially since it appears that Agent Kane is on holiday with her family.”

      “Maybe it’s an unexpected favor between two old friends?” Jo was well aware of Abby’s relationship with Leslie, having dealt with both of them during his rise within the organization. Leslie, under Abby’s tutelage, had become a replica of her: feisty, quick-witted, and one of the few inside the HKP who commanded the respect of the Triads.

      Yong remained quiet, but the wheels in his mind spun with fervor. He couldn’t quite understand his boss’s interest in the agent. Yong didn’t see an immediate connection with any of Jo’s current dealings, even with the inspector. She hadn’t bothered them in quite some time. Still, his boss’s concern was obvious. “I understand Agent Kane used to work for the HKP. Perhaps it is just one picking the brain of the other,” he offered.

      Jo shifted his gaze to Yong. “That is exactly my concern. Why pick her brain? Why do it here? To underestimate them is to open oneself up to attack. You want to rise up in this organization, you must always think on the offensive. Better to be wrong than sorry.”

      Yong nodded.

      “I want you to keep watch on Agent Kane. I want to know her every move. Discuss this with no one but me. Is that clear?”

      Yong nodded after a split second’s hesitation.

      Jo clamped down on Yong’s hand and prevented him from exiting the booth. “It is not your place to question my orders—only to do as I say.”

      Yong glanced at Jo’s hand. Scarred tissue in the shape of a Chinese character marked the top of it. In English, it translated to obey. He had never asked Jo why or how the character ended up on his hand, but he had heard from the other men that Jo had once questioned his own boss’s orders. The mark was his answer.
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      It was a little after ten p.m. when I returned to the hotel. Ryan was asleep on his bed, and the door that connected our suites was open, as we always kept it. I peeked inside. Po Po and Lucy were both tucked under the covers of their own beds.

      Po Po stirred as I exited their room. “Everything okay?” she asked softly.

      “Yes.”

      The truth was, everything wasn’t. I wanted nothing more than to start asking her questions. I had so many, and the taxi ride back to the hotel had me answering them myself, which usually resulted in worst-case scenarios. As usual, Po Po’s sixth sense picked up on something in my voice, even though I did my best to answer her with an even tone. “What wrong?” she asked as she sat up.

      “Well, seeing that you’re up, I need to discuss something with you. Better now than tomorrow.”

      Before I finished my sentence, she had slipped her legs over the side of the bed and into her slippers. She wore a nightgown but added one of the hotel robes before shuffling over to my suite.

      “We’ll talk on the balcony so we don’t wake Ryan,” I whispered.

      I didn’t see the point skirting the issue, so once we were settled, I told her what Leslie had revealed to me.

      “Do you know anything about Peng’s involvement in Lotus Development?”

      Po Po took a tiny breath. “I don’t know. His business was Peng Yee Development.”

      I knew of two office towers Peng had built under that company. He had partnered with a local bank. Both buildings were still standing, and one had the bank’s logo plastered across the top, so the bank was apparently still the owner.

      “Somehow his name is on a contract that states he was the developer and owner of the building that body was found in. You know the one that’s been in the news?”

      Po Po nodded. “I see this on TV. Leslie think Peng kill this man?”

      There was no hiding the irritation in Po Po’s voice. I wasn’t bothered by it. It was a lot to take in, and I was still trying to wrap my head around it myself.

      “Look, nobody is accusing Peng of anything. We’re just trying to gather more information. I didn’t believe Leslie at first, but she showed me the contract. I saw his signature on it. Did he ever mention anything to you about Lotus Development? Maybe he provided financing for another project or partnered up with another firm. I know Peng wouldn’t hurt anyone, let alone kill someone. This is more about clearing his name rather than finding out if he was responsible for that body.”

      “Don’t you think I know if Peng have other business? He tell me everything.”

      “Well, in lieu of other recent discoveries, maybe he had a deal with Mei’s parents. They had money, and he knew you didn’t get along with them. Could he have done something with them and kept it from you?”

      “No,” Po Po said, brushing off my suggestion with both of her hands.

      I wasn’t so sure I agreed with her. There could have very well have been something between Peng and the in-laws. Could this be the real reason for their decision to cut themselves out of their daughter’s life—a business deal that went sour? I didn’t like that suggestion; it only continued to tie Peng to the building, and I was hoping to find an explanation other than a criminal one.

      “Po Po, Leslie will want to talk to you.”

      “Why?”

      “As I explained earlier, that body was most likely placed in the building during construction. She’s been trying to find out who built it. That’s how she came across the contract with Peng’s name. Don’t worry; she’s on our side. She doesn’t believe Peng is responsible, but she needs to ask you a few questions. I don’t think they’ll be any different than what I’ve asked you.”

      Po Po’s posture deflated a bit after hearing what I said. I took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Everything will be fine. I promise.”
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      Leslie knocked on my hotel door right on time: eight thirty a.m. When we talked on the phone earlier that morning, she had agreed it was unnecessary for Po Po to come to HKP Headquarters and opted to swing by the hotel.

      “Who’s hungry?” she asked, holding a box. “I brought steamed rice cakes. They’re the best in the city, hands down.”

      The kids popped up off their butts and rushed toward her. She placed the box on the dresser and opened it. Ryan and Lucy each took a slice of the spongy cake and stuffed their mouths. Leslie placed a cake on a napkin and brought it over to Po Po, who sat quietly on the balcony, sipping her tea. I followed while shoveling a large cake into my mouth.

      “This is delicious,” I managed between bites. “It’s got the right amount of sweet… and… stickiness.” I grabbed Po Po’s teacup and took a sip to help wash down my last bite. I was about to take a seat when I remembered my manners. “Leslie, do you want a cup of tea? It’s the good stuff.”

      “Well, in that case, how can I refuse?” She smiled and settled herself in the seat next to Po Po.

      I quickly poured some hot water into a cup, added a pinch of tea leaves, and stepped out onto the balcony. “Let it steep for a bit,” I said, placing the cup beside her.

      “Po Po, I know Abby already explained everything to you, but I want to show you a copy of the contract with Peng’s name on it,” Leslie said, unfolding a piece of paper.

      Po Po took the paper.

      “At the bottom.” Leslie pointed.

      Both Leslie and I watched Po Po, looking for any response, even the slightest, but there wasn’t any. She took a moment to study the signature before handing it back to Leslie silently.

      “Can you confirm that is Peng’s signature?”

      Po Po nodded.

      “I know this isn’t an easy conversation to have, but if there’s anything you can tell us, even if you don’t think it’s something that will help, please tell us. Better to hear everything and then decide if it’s relevant or not.”

      Leslie asked Po Po a few standard questions but got the same answers Po Po had given me the night before. I had relayed all of this to Leslie during our earlier phone call.

      “I don’t believe Peng have secret. We very close. I would know.”

      “Okay, I believe you. All these questions are just an attempt to learn more about the company. Perhaps someone else was the owner and hired Peng as a consultant.”

      “Maybe,” Po Po said.

      “Mei’s parents—I understand they’re alive. I’m wondering whether they might know something,” Leslie said.

      When I told Leslie about this last night, we agreed the couple needed to be questioned. No doubt about that. I felt it was better if the suggestion came from her instead of me. It wouldn’t sound as if I were prying.

      “Po Po, you wouldn’t happen to have their address would you?”

      “I don’t think they know anything.”

      “Well, you’re probably right but I still think it couldn’t hurt to ask them a few questions. Remember, this isn’t about pinning blame on Peng, it’s about the company. Because we can’t talk to Peng, we need to talk to others who might have interacted with the company.”

      “I still don’t think they know. Peng never like them. I not talk with them since we made agreement.” Po Po’s last words were literally spat out of her mouth. It was safe to say her feeling toward them hadn’t changed over the years.

      “If it helps, I’ll leave your name out of the conversation. They don’t have to know you’re here in Hong Kong or that we spoke.”

      Eventually, with a bit more prodding, Po Po relented and gave up the last known address for Mei’s parents.
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      I walked Leslie down to the lobby so we could talk without the kids hearing us.

      “Unless Mei’s parents can shed some light on the subject, I’m running out of leads,” she said as we stepped inside the elevator. “We’re still working on identifying the body, but if we hit a dead end with the dental records, we’ve hit a dead end on identifying the body for the time being.”

      I watched the LED floor numbers count down. “And Peng’s not around to ask the question that everyone is dying to ask: ‘Why is your name on this contract?’”

      Leslie nodded. “You got that right. But honestly, I’m really sorry this has happened. It’s ruining your holiday.”

      “Don’t be silly. The kids are having a blast, and Po Po’s fine.”

      “Yes, I know that. I’m talking about you, my friend.”

      “What do you mean? I’m fine.”

      “Fine, my ass.” Leslie leaned back against the elevator with her arms folded across her chest. “I know you, Abby. I know what Peng’s death did to you. I know how investigating his death turned your life upside down. All this does is resurrect the past. I’m worried about you. I don’t want to see you go through such pain again.”

      “I appreciate your concern. Really. I’m okay, though.”

      “I’m not kidding. This tough-as-nails act may work with others, but it’s not working with me.”

      The elevator slowed and then came to a stop. On our way toward the lobby, Leslie grabbed my arm and pulled me into a small hall that led to the restrooms. She grabbed hold of both of my arms and stared into my eyes. “Don’t look away,” she said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Is this really necessary?”

      Leslie lowered her voice. “If you can look at me without rolling your eyes, I’ll believe you,” she said with a concerned voice.

      Our eyes remained locked onto one another while I did my best to temper any emotion from appearing on my face. My breaths were of normal lengths. My blinking was neither fast nor slow. No lumps in my throat to swallow, and I had no reason for my eyes to dart up to the left or down at the floor. I had become the ultimate example of calm and collected. At any moment, I expected Leslie to release her grip, but that was not what happened.

      A crack in my façade appeared.

      It splintered and grew with lightning speed, shattering the image I was trying so hard to convey. A second later, my left eye twitched, a tear welled, and the dam broke. I tried to hold it back and keep my breathing even, but I lost my grip.

      “I knew it,” Leslie whispered as she threw her arms around me and I used my friend as a large tissue. “Oh, Abby. Everything will be okay. I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere.”

      The feelings that I had been brushing off had become too much. I buried my head in Leslie’s shoulder. It had taken so much to move forward from Peng’s murder. Yet in a span of two days, I had suddenly found myself back in it and knee deep.

      “Why is this happening to me?” I sobbed.

      “Abby, nothing is happening to you. You are still in control.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it. I’m worried that I’ll go back to being that person, the selfish person who ignored her family, the one consumed with work. I don’t want that. I’ve come so far with the kids and Po Po.”

      “You’re not. Your family won’t let you. I won’t let you.” Leslie held my face with her hands. “You’re still the best detective I’ve ever worked with. Not solving Peng’s murder is not your fault.”

      “I know but…”

      “But what? You’re Abby Kane—the single best inspector the HKP has ever seen, and I’ll bet you’re one hell of an FBI agent. The Abby I know is strong enough to get through this, okay? We’re done with the whole blaming-yourself thing. No more. Pull yourself together and handle this.”

      “But I can’t help but think, there’s an opportunity here to⁠—”

      Leslie jerked her head back. “To what, solve Peng’s murder?”

      I nodded.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but you’re no longer employed by HKP,” Leslie said. A big grin appeared on her face. “You may be FBI, but you have no jurisdiction here. Comprende, mi amiga?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh a little at Leslie’s goofy grin when she said that. She was right. This wasn’t my case to solve. It was hers. It was her battle to fight, not mine.

      “I do have a favor to ask, though.” I wiped my nose with the back of my hand.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “I want you to keep me informed of your findings,” I said firmly.

      Leslie tilted her head to the side. “Must I remind you that you’re no longer my boss?”

      “No, you’re right. I’m not. I’m something much more important. I’m your friend.”
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      After saying goodbye to Leslie, I took a moment to compose myself in the women’s restroom. When I did finally return to the room, I found Po Po sitting on the edge of the bed with her small carry-on near her feet. The kids were already dressed and ready for the day.

      “Abby, today I see my friend Liu. Okay?”

      “Um, okay. Do you need a ride?”

      “No, I can go by myself. I will stay two days.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      Po Po gave me an inquisitive look, and I started explaining the phrase, but I didn’t finish as I could clearly see that she had stopped listening to me. She stood up, gave each of the kids a hug and a kiss, and headed toward the door with her bag in tow.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to arrange a taxi or something?” I asked as I eyed the small roller bag.

      “I sure.”

      “Okay, well, you have my cell phone number. Call me if you need anything.” She knew this, but I felt like I had to say it. Her departure seemed a little abrupt, but I figured with all that happened the last two days, she needed time away with her best friend. I could understand that.

      She nodded as she opened the door.

      “Okay. Bye. Have fun.”

      The kids also shouted their goodbyes as the door closed.

      I turned to Ryan and Lucy. “So, today I thought we could take a tour of the bay on a junk and then do some shopping on Hong Kong Island.”

      Lucy struck a pose with both hands resting firmly on her hips. She scrunched her brow. “What’s a junk?”

      “A junk is an old-fashioned Chinese sailboat. It has red sails.”

      “I can be a fireman,” she shouted before marching off to the bathroom.

      I don’t quite know how she came up with the idea that riding on a junk meant she would be a fireman, but lately Lucy said a lot of fantastical and nonsensical stuff. I didn’t remember Ryan being quite so random at this age, but Lucy had always been my free spirit.

      “I like the boat ride idea,” Ryan said as he unfolded his notes along with a few brochures he had picked up in the hotel lobby. “But I know a better place to shop—Nong Ping.”

      “I never heard of that,” I said.

      “It’s on Lantau Island, and the cool thing is you can get to the island by riding these gondola lifts.” He said as he pointed to a picture of cable cars traveling above the bay. “Look at the floor. It’s a window, so you can see right down.”

      “Where’s the shopping?” I asked.

      “It’s on the island.”

      “What’s a gondola lift?” Lucy shouted from the toilet. She had left the bathroom door open.

      Note to self: work on social graces. “It’s kind of like the cable cars we have back home, but these ones travel in the sky.”

      “Ooooooo,” she said, her voice echoing in the bathroom.

      The tour around the bay was thirty minutes—long enough to allow my mind to wander back to Peng. I tried hard to push those thoughts from my mind after my breakdown with Leslie that morning, but it proved to be damn near impossible. I couldn’t stop worrying about what revisiting the past would do to me. I was so lost when Peng died, so single minded and focused on the investigation and on feeling in control of my life again, that it had turned me into a stranger to Po Po and the kids. Not that we were that close yet anyway, with him dying only six months into our marriage. Since our move to San Francisco, I’ve worked hard to strengthen the bond between Po Po and the kids and me, to be an honest-to-goodness mom to Ryan and Lucy. I didn’t want to jeopardize that.

      But is there anything really wrong with thinking about the case? That’s all I’m doing.

      I had somehow convinced myself it wasn’t a problem. I kept telling myself that I was smarter now. I could handle it. I could control myself. Anyone in my position would do the same.

      Finding out that Mei’s parents were still alive and that Peng was listed as the developer of that building…well, talk about giving me an itch just out of reach. They were the only people I didn’t question during my investigation. Could they have information that would lead to solving Peng’s murder?

      I watched Ryan and Lucy lean against the railing of the boat while choppy water passed by. They have no idea they have another pair of grandparents, and they never will.

      It pained me to think that. I had already agreed with Po Po that I wouldn’t tell them, but did they deserve to know at some point? Was that point while we were in Hong Kong or later when they were full-grown adults? Po Po felt the answer was never. She said telling the children would bring no good into their lives. Mei’s parents wanted nothing to do with them. What was the point? I struggled to come up with one.

      The other thought that continued to bob around in my head was the discovery of Peng’s signature on the contract. Was he really the owner of Lotus Development? I thought I had a pretty good idea about his past; surely owning another company would be something he might have mentioned. At least I thought it was. Also, why wouldn’t Po Po know about it? She was around him during that time. If he could easily keep the secret about Mei’s parents from me, I wondered what else had he kept quiet about? Was Po Po hiding other things as well? More than anything, one thought weighed heaviest on me—the big bad elephant in the room. Could Peng really be responsible for that body ending up in his building? Was he a cold-blooded killer?
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      According to Po Po, Mei’s parents—Gregory and Edith Chan—lived on Hong Kong Island in a neighborhood called the Peak. It was there, on Hong Kong’s highest point, that the affluent lived in hillside mansions with unobstructed views of the city’s skyline.

      The drive to Hong Kong Island would take roughly forty-five minutes via Route 1. Leslie dialed Lee on her cell phone and then switched to speakerphone.

      “Lee speaking.”

      “David, it’s Leslie.”

      “I was just thinking of calling you to see how your conversation with Abby’s mother-in-law went.”

      “She claims she has no idea why her son’s name is listed as the developer and seller of that property. Like Abby, she said Peng only had one business: Peng Yee Development.”

      “You believe her?”

      Leslie hesitated before speaking. “I think…yes. I believe her.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it.”

      “I do,” she said with a firmer tone. “He was a mama’s boy. She would know everything that went on in his life. At least, that’s what I got when Abby used to speak about him.”

      “Well, it’s entirely possible he lived a double life and kept it from her and Abby. It’s not hard to do.”

      “No, it’s not, and it might just be the reason why Abby and Po Po both had no clue that Peng somehow had or was involved with another business.”

      “Why ‘somehow’?”

      “We don’t know if his involvement was voluntary or by force. He could also have partnered up with someone, but for reasons unknown, his name alone was listed as the developer. There are a variety of scenarios. Too bad he’s not around to answer the question.”

      “So far, every promising angle on this case turns into a dead end,” Lee mused.

      “There is something that came out of the conversation, which makes me also think Peng might have been leading a double life. You’ll find this messed up. Peng’s in-laws, for his first wife Mei, disowned her. And he, Mei and Po Po all agreed to tell everyone the parents had died in a car accident to explain their absence.” She summarized what she’d learned from Abby and Po Po.

      “Wait, everyone agreed to this death story?” Lee was incredulous.

      “Yup. And that hesitation you sensed earlier…well, the fact that Po Po and Peng went along with the story, even keeping it from Abby all these years, gives me reason to pause.”

      “If they can keep that secret, what others ones might there be?”

      “Exactly. I’m on my way to pay Gregory and Edith Chan a visit to see if they have anything to say about Lotus Development. Supposedly they live in some mansion at the Peak.”

      “Wealthy. You know my feeling about money. It can drive those who have it to do anything to keep it. Maybe the real reason for the breakdown between the in-laws and Peng had to do with business. Maybe they financed him or partnered up, and the deal went sour.”

      “That could explain why they wanted to end the relationship, but it doesn’t explain the body in the building. The two might not be connected, but until we’re sure, I’m keeping them coupled.” Leslie shifted in her seat. “By the way, what’s the latest with the dental record match? Tell me you have good news.”

      “I hate to say it, but none of the records match our skeleton, and the DNA for Peter, his assistant, Roger, and Sheila wasn’t a match.”

      “Crap!” Leslie hit the steering wheel with her palm.

      “Yeah, Peter Song is looking less and less like our guy, but this new development seems promising.”

      “I agree, but honestly, I’m really hoping it’s not the case. I’d hate to tell Abby that her husband might be a part of this mess. It’s always hard when family is involved.”

      “Peng’s dead. There’s nothing we can do about it if he was responsible for the body. Best-case scenario is that he had a partner and that partner is still alive. Let’s hope that partner isn’t the body.”

      Leslie grimaced. “I don’t even want to think about it. It’ll just be one more case for the cold files.”

      “It won’t be the first, and it won’t be the last. As for the Chans, I’m not sure they qualify as family, based on what you said. It doesn’t sound like Abby or Po Po will be broken up about it if the Chans end up being the guilty party. You want me to tag along on the interview?”

      “Nah, I’ll be fine.” Leslie checked the GPS. “I’m almost there anyway. But you can help me from the office. Let’s expand the list of people we’re looking at to include Gregory and Edith Chan. Run their names. Let’s also start looking at Peng’s known business associates as possible matches for the mummy. Abby’s original investigation should still be on file with some of that information.”

      “You think Peng could also be a victim tied to the body we found? Meaning, whoever put that body in the building also axed him?”

      “That thought has crossed my mind. It has also crossed Abby’s.”

      “This must be tough for her, bringing up the past and all.”

      “It’s definitely messing with her head.”

      “Leslie, you’re not thinking of reopening that case, are you?”

      “I’m not there just yet, but I’m not saying we won’t.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something? This current case solving Peng’s murder.”
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      Gregory and Edith Chan lived on Severn Road, a winding street dotted with mansions and luxury apartment complexes, arguably the priciest address on the planet. Leslie wasn’t looking forward to meeting the Chans. She would have to shake her negative opinion of them before their talk.

      Chinese families are known for looking to their elders for wisdom, and extended family is just as important as immediate family. The Chans would have been viewed this way by Mei and Peng, and even more so by Ryan and Lucy. In this case, Leslie was sure that everyone didn’t go along with the Chans’ idea because they were the wise elders. She figured it probably had more to do with the fact that they were a-holes and no one wanted anything to do with them.

      It was a Sunday afternoon, so Leslie figured there was a good chance that the Chans were home, marinating in their own self-importance. She parked her SUV alongside the curb in front of what would be considered a modest mansion—unlike its neighbors, it lacked a manned guard shack at the front gates.

      Leslie walked along the paved driveway lined with small tangerine trees. It was quiet save for the singing of a few birds and the distant whirring of a lawnmower. The lawn was lush, immaculately groomed, with large animal topiaries dotting the landscape. Beauty before the beasts.

      At the head of the driveway, Leslie stood in the roundabout and gave the house a once-over. From a size standpoint, the modern two-story structure wasn’t that impressive when compared to the other homes on the street, but still, it screamed luxury with its Gehry-esque architecture.

      Leslie readied her identification and rang the doorbell. A few moments passed before an elderly woman with short, black hair answered the door. She was pleasantly dressed in white slacks, heels, and a navy blue button-down with the collar popped up. Gold and jade bracelets circled both wrists, and a variety of rings crusted with precious gems graced her fingers. Po Po had mentioned that the Chans were in their seventies, but this woman certainly didn’t carry herself that way, and it appeared as if she had some work done to her face. The most surprising thing about her was her height at roughly five-feet eight inches. Her heels gave her an inch, but still she had four inches on Leslie.

      “Hello. I’m Inspector Leslie Choi,” she said, holding her identification out. “Are you Edith Chan?”

      “I am. What’s this about?”

      “Would you mind if I come inside and ask you and your husband a few questions?”

      “Answer my question first and I’ll consider answering yours.”

      Leslie wasn’t expecting attitude, and her biased opinion that she had managed to set aside had returned. “I’d like to talk to you about your daughter, Mei, and her husband, Peng.” She used her arm to move Mrs. Chan off to the side so she could step through the doorway.

      “You can’t barge inside my home. This is private⁠—”

      “Fetch your husband, Mrs. Chan. The sooner you answer my questions, the sooner I’ll leave. But if you want, I have all day.”

      Mrs. Chan pursed her red lips and furrowed her penciled-in eyebrows. “Wait there,” she hissed, pointing to a small sitting room just to the left of the foyer.

      Leslie took a seat in one of the two white armchairs. Opposite her was a loveseat of the same color. An antique, carved teak coffee table separated the two pieces of furniture. Landscape paintings of China’s countryside hung on the walls. A shelving unit against one of the walls displayed porcelain vases and intricate teakwood carvings laden with mother-of-pearl and jade. The tile floor looked to be marble. A small window with sheer curtains behind her warmed the room with sunlight.

      A few minutes later, Mrs. Chan returned with a man of similar age. Gregory Chan’s hair was silver and his face clean shaven, though he did nothing to tame the black, bushy caterpillars resting above his eyes. It also looked like he had work done to his face and neck. He wore pressed khakis and a crisp, white button-down.

      Leslie stood and offered a hand. “Thank you for taking a moment to speak with me. This won’t take long.”

      He gave her hand a quick shake before they both sat down on the loveseat.

      “No small talk. Get to the point,” he said as he leaned forward and pressed the fingertips of both hands together.

      “I take it you’ve heard about the Missing Mummy case? It’s been all over the news.”

      “Yes, and…?” Mr. Chan made no attempt to hide his annoyance.

      “Well, it turns out a company named Lotus Development was responsible for that building. Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “Should it?”

      “Peng Yee, your son-in-law, is listed as the owner of that company. Were you aware that he owned such a business?”

      “I have no such knowledge,” Mr. Chan said with a shrug. “Why are you talking to us? You should be questioning his family. And why are we talking about Peng? He’s dead. What does it matter?

      “He married your daughter. Technically, you’re family too. And it matters because I say it matters.”

      Mrs. Chan shook her head and looked away, her face showing something that looked a whole lot like disgust. Leslie imagined shelves of little black notebooks filled with Mrs. Chan’s cramped handwriting and titled, People I Want to Punch in the Back of the Head.

      “We’ve had no contact with Peng,” Mr. Chan said. “That marriage wasn’t something we wanted.”

      More like the offspring of that marriage was something you didn’t want. Leslie wanted badly to throw that little tidbit in his face, but thought better of it. It would only make speaking to them more difficult.

      “So you’re saying you knew nothing of Lotus Development or Peng’s involvement with that company?”

      “That’s correct,” he said.

      “Did you ever do business with Peng, maybe partner up or finance something?”

      “Of course not.” His brow crinkled and remained that way. “As I said earlier, we had no relationship with him. Why on earth would I want to do business with that man?”

      Clearly Po Po had softened her words regarding the Chans. The bad blood between the families ran thick; they didn’t just dislike Peng—they despised him.

      While talking to the couple, Leslie saw no pictures of their daughter, Mei. However, there were plenty of professional photographs of the Chans. Even in the hallway leading out from the foyer, pictures of their daughter was absent amid a collage of small framed pictures showing the couple on holiday or attending social events.

      Mr. Chan shifted in his seat. “If you must know, but I’m sure your detective skills have already revealed this, we haven’t spoken to any of those people since the marriage. We disowned Mei years ago when she decided to marry that piece of trash. We wanted nothing to do with her after that. There’s nothing illegal with what we did. It was best her child knew nothing about us.”

      “Why force something to work when you know it won’t?” Mrs. Chan added.

      “Don’t you want to know them? There are two: Ryan and Lucy. Did you know that?”

      “Look, I know you didn’t come here to talk about that,” Mr. Chan said. “We don’t know anything about the skeleton you found in the building. We don’t know anything about Peng’s business deals, though it doesn’t surprise us that he’s mixed up in this mess.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “He grew up in that housing project. What good ever came out of there? And his mother?” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand.

      “You seem very angry with him. Enough to kill him?”

      “I knew this is what you were angling at,” he sneered. “We had no relationship with the man. You can ask his mother, Ethel. We wanted nothing to do with Peng or our daughter. We made no contact. They stayed in Kowloon, and we stayed on Hong Kong Island. Why would I want to kill him?”

      “Because you’re angry. Because he ruined your daughter’s life.”

      “Look, if this is what this conversation is all about, trying to pin Peng’s death on us, well then you can speak to our lawyer from this point forward.” They both stood and Mr. Chan walked to the front door. “Leave. Now.”

      Leslie handed Mr. Chan her card. “If you think of anything that might have escaped your mind during our conversation today, you can reach me at that number.”

      Without looking at the card, he held her gaze, crumpled the card in his hand and let it drop to the floor.
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      Po Po exited the Mass Transit Railway at the Sham Shui Po stop and made her way down Cheng Sha Wan Road. Her destination was a densely populated area near Po On and Wai Wai Road. She knew the area well from having lived there for four years with Peng. That, and her best friend had lived there her whole life.

      Sham Shui Po was largely a working-class neighborhood teetering on the lower end, with serious urban decay—so much that the Hong Kong Housing Society deemed it their first project in the city’s renewal. Its street market on Apliu Street was popular with both tourists and locals, as was the nearby red-light district.

      Po Po jockeyed for position on the narrow footpath cluttered with vendors, parked delivery trucks, and motorbikes. An uneven sidewalk caused her roller bag to bounce around more than she would have liked as she navigated around mounds of trash piled up against the buildings or near telephone poles. Large rats scurried back and forth from the piles to holes in the buildings. An old man on crutches spit green phlegm onto the sidewalk near her. None of it deterred her. She was used to it.

      After fifteen minutes of dodging, sidestepping, and skirting, Po Po took a right into a narrow lane that led to a quiet courtyard anchored by three small, two-story apartment buildings. She made her way to a ground-floor apartment in the building the farthest away. Her knock made the thin wooden door rattle in its frame. A moment or so later the doorknob turned and the door opened inward. A small woman appeared in the doorway.

      “Ethel. Come inside,” Liu said in Cantonese.

      Inside, the two women hugged each other. “Liu, it’s been so long,” Po Po said.

      “It has. Leave your bag here. I’ve already prepared tea for us,” she said, directing Po Po to a small table in the kitchen. The apartment wasn’t very large; it consisted of a small sitting room, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a bedroom.

      Po Po watched her friend pour green tea into two teacups.

      “Did you have trouble finding the place? Ask for directions, did you?” Liu asked with a playful expression as she took a seat.

      Po Po smiled. “Of course not, I’ll never forget Hong Kong.”

      Po Po was nineteen and Liu eighteen when they were both hired as cocktail servers at the Cherry Blossom cabaret club. A mishap with a tray of drinks spilling over a customer bonded the two, and they’d been inseparable after that. That is until Po Po moved to the States.

      The two women spent the next hour or so catching up. Po Po talked about life in the US and how thankful they were to live in San Francisco next to a large Chinatown. “Oh, I think I would go crazy if we lived elsewhere. Chinatown makes me feel comfortable.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever move back to Hong Kong?”

      She shook her head. “The children love it there.”

      Liu nodded and then took a sip of her tea. “They’ll have more opportunity in America.”

      After a few quiet moments of the two sipping their tea, Po Po cleared her throat. “Abby knows about Mei’s parents.”

      “What? How?”

      “We took the children to Shek Kip Mei, so they could see where their father lived as a little boy. We passed by the park that Mei had spent time at. Well, you know Abby. She started asking questions, and she never lets anything go until she knows everything.”

      “I’m well aware of her persistence.”

      “Ryan and Lucy don’t know. Abby agreed that it was best they weren’t told.”

      Liu let out a breath of relief. “All these years of keeping that secret, part of me is glad she knows. It’s one less person I have to keep lying to.”

      Po Po chuckled. “I have to live with her. She won’t let it go. Eventually she’ll bring it up again and use her police-questioning ways on me to talk about it further.”

      “What’s to hide now? It’s out in the open.” Liu leaned back in her chair and rested her clasped hands in her lap.

      Po Po averted her gaze and chewed on her lower lip.

      “Ethel, you have that look on your face.”

      Po Po fidgeted a bit in her chair. “You know the skeleton the police found in the building?”

      “Of course. It’s all over the news. They call it the Missing Mummy.” Liu caught Po Po’s eye again. “Ethel?”

      Po Po took a deep breath and straightened up. “I overheard Leslie Choi discussing it with Abby during dinner.”

      “Oh, I remember Leslie. She’s just as determined as Abby, isn’t she?”

      “She’s investigating the case and found out Peng built the building. She told Abby and then they both asked me about it.”

      Liu drew a deep breath as she placed hand over her chest. “What did you say?”

      “I told them I didn’t know anything about that business. I said it was impossible for Peng to have a business I didn’t know about.”

      “Did they believe you?”

      “I don’t know,” Po Po said, looking at the floor.

      “Ethel, did Leslie say anything about identifying the body?”

      Po Po looked into her friend’s concerned eyes. “I don’t think they know yet.”

      “What if they find out? What will we say?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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      Leslie was hunched over her desk with her head buried in a report when a knock at her office door interrupted her.

      “I’m glad you’re still here,” Lee said, entering.

      “If you were about to ask if I want to get dinner, well…” She motioned to the two Chinese takeout boxes sitting on her desk. “There’s still some chow mein left if you’re hungry.”

      “Thanks, but I already ate. I’m actually here about the case,” he said. His hands were on his hips, pushing his sport coat back.

      Leslie leaned back in her chair and brushed a few strands of hair away from her eyes. “What’s up?

      “They found another skeleton in the building.”

      “You’re kidding me.” Her posture deflated as she let out a slow breath.

      “I wish I were, but I just got a call. It’s in the same load-bearing wall but one floor down. The team will do the same thing they did last time: remove that section of the wall and then excavate the remains back at the lab.”

      “Do you know if it’s male or female?”

      He shook his head. “It’s impossible to make that call until they remove all the concrete.” Lee tapped at his cell phone and showed Leslie a photo that the team had sent him. “Dr. Fang’s already been informed, and he’s on his way to the lab. He might be able to tell us something right away, but from the looks of that photo, it won’t happen until they remove all the concrete.”

      Leslie pursed her lips as she took in the news. “Is the media still at the crime scene?

      “No, and I told the crew to be discreet when removing the wall.”

      “Make sure everyone involved keeps their mouths shut. I don’t want this to get out.”

      Lee nodded. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “So do you still believe the mother-in-law?”

      “What do you think?” she asked, her tone clearly indicating that the question was rhetorical.

      “Shall I make arrangements to bring her in?”

      Leslie shook her head. “I can’t do that to Abby. I’ll handle it from here.”

      “You sure that’s the way to go?”

      “She needs to be a part of it.”

      Lee cocked his head. “Okay, you’re the boss.”

      He had turned around but stopped after taking a step. “You know,” he said looking back at Leslie, “I can’t help but wonder if this problem with the bodies is contained to one building. Peng had other buildings. Could they also be dumping grounds? I know you’re thinking the same thing.”

      Leslie slumped forward and rested her arms on her desk. “I am.”

      “How do you want to proceed?”

      “Before we can start punching holes in other buildings, we need a bit more reason than what we have. I wish we were closer on identifying that body.”

      “I’m still digging into Peng’s past associates. So far, everyone I’ve looked into from Abby’s report are still alive. There are a few more I’m trying to confirm. Let me ask you something. How much of your thinking has Peng responsible for these two bodies.”

      “About fifty-fifty,” Leslie said swiftly. “His death happened about ten years after the building was built. If he was responsible, it could be payback, or he could be another victim, or he could not be connected at all and his murder was a coincidence. I mean, his wife did work organized crime.”

      “I don’t see it as a coincidence. He built the building fifteen years ago and sold it to Sheila Yang a year later. She said she did no renovating. Dr. Fang confirmed that the age of the concrete around the body was just as old. That pretty much vouches for Sheila. Her DNA wasn’t a match anyhow.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Leslie said.

      “I think Peng was involved somehow. To what degree, that’s to be determined, but I think he knew those bodies were in the building, and I’m guessing he also knew who they were. That’s my position.”

      Leslie couldn’t disagree with Lee. She had been trying to come at it in a way that didn’t place blame on Peng, but she knew better. Her relationship with Abby had clouded her judgment and the way she handled the case. She couldn’t continue investigating that way.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing,” she told Lee. “Also start interviewing Peng’s business associates who are still alive, see if that leads us anywhere. We’re asking different questions than what Abby might have asked.”

      Lee nodded as he buried both hands into his pants pockets. “Look, I know this is tough for you with Abby and all, but if all fingers keep pointing to Peng…well, he’s dead. Unless he had a partner, this case will be filed away as unsolved. Sure, it’s not something we hope for or that Abby will want to know, but it’s the best of the worst.”

      “I know. I feel bad though. She never solved Peng’s murder. She’s already got a million unanswered questions floating around in her head. Adding ‘husband was a murderer’ to the list doesn’t help.”
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      It was nearly ten p.m. when Leslie knocked on my hotel room door. The kids were already asleep in Po Po’s suite; Ryan had decided to sleep in there to keep his sister company. I’d left the door between the two rooms open just a crack.

      “Shhh,” I said, pressing my forefinger against my lips as Leslie came in.

      She nodded and placed her purse on the dresser. “You look like you’re ready for bed,” she said, her face apologetic.

      I had two bed lamps turned on, so the lighting was minimal, and I wore only a T-shirt and a pair of panties. “It’s no big deal,” I said in a soft voice. “I’m just watching TV.” I aimed the remote at the television set and muted the already low sound.

      “If it wasn’t important, you know I would have waited until morning.”

      I waved off her comment. “I don’t think we’ll wake them if we talk in here, but I rather not chance it,” I said, then slid open the door to the balcony. “Once Lucy wakes, she’s up,”

      Leslie walked softly behind me. “That’s fine. It’s warm out tonight. Is Po Po asleep too?”

      “She’s with her friend Liu. You remember her, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “They haven’t seen each other since we moved from Hong Kong so she wanted to spend a couple of days with her.”

      “Can’t blame her.”

      We each took a seat. I drew my legs up and crossed them under me, pulling my shirt over my knees. “So what’s this important news?” I made quote marks and smiled.

      “I don’t know how to say this, but I know you need to hear it from me, in person.”

      “Is this about the skeleton, or is it about Peng’s signature on the contract?

      “Both. We found another body, Abby.”

      Leslie might as well have socked me in the gut because that was what I felt after hearing those words. I’d had a pretty good idea the news wouldn’t be good, but I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear that.

      “Tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I wish I were. I said the same thing to Lee.”

      “So now you think Peng killed two people?”

      “I didn’t say that, Abby.”

      “But it’s what you’re thinking. I know I would be,” I said, my voice louder now. I knew she felt badly and wasn’t thrilled about finding another body, but I couldn’t contain the anger rising inside me.

      “I’m telling you what I know.”

      “Come on, Leslie. There could be a million ways those bodies found their way into that building. A Triad gang dumped it at night, or they were already mixed inside a cement truck and poured right in.”

      “You’re absolutely right. There are other ways for those bodies to end up there, but we can’t ignore the obvious. You yourself taught me to investigate every lead, and right now Peng has the biggest bullseye on his back. I’m sorry.”

      “But how can you pin all of this on Peng? He can’t defend himself and you can’t charge a person with a crime if they’re dead.”

      “I know it doesn’t make any sense, but the Peng angle might lead us to an answer. Finding another body…well, it just complicates things. We still haven’t finished searching the building, and then there’s—” Leslie stopped herself.

      “There’s what? No, wait. Let me guess. You’re wondering if there are bodies in any of the other buildings that Peng had built. You think he became a developer so he could get rid of bodies?” My voice was rising again, and I couldn’t seem to contain it.

      “Abby, please.”

      I didn’t respond but instead stared off into the bay, trying to temper my emotions. Leslie was a good friend. She didn’t have to come here and tell me this in person; she did it because we’re friends. She had handled the situation in the most delicate way possible. Still, I was completely blindsided. Having another body certainly didn’t take the spotlight off of Peng. The man I knew was kind and generous and did his best to make others happy. He didn’t build office buildings to hide dead bodies in the walls. I didn’t want my memory of him to be tarnished, but more than that, I didn’t want to ruin the kids’ memories of their dad.

      I washed a hand over my face and then pulled my hair back and twisted it into a bun. “I’m sorry,” I said, letting out a long breath. “I’m acting like a total bitch.”

      “No, you’re acting the way any sane person would act. I’d act this way.”

      “I just want a rational explanation for all of this.”

      Leslie leaned forward and threw her arms around me. That helped. A lot.

      After a few moments, I pulled back. “Why is this happening? I came to Hong Kong for a family vacation. The next thing I know, I’m discovering that Ryan and Lucy have grandparents who want nothing to do with them and that my late husband and his mother helped cover that up. I thought that was pretty bad. Turns out, that was the tame news. Now my dead husband is the prime suspect in a double murder that he covered up by hiding two bodies in a building he built fifteen years ago.”

      “Abby, don’t start using a broad brush to paint a gloomy picture. I know I must sound ridiculous saying that, but⁠—”

      “I know what you’re saying. I’m thinking worst-case scenario, but you have to admit, it’s hard not to.”

      “I’m right there with you. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leslie gave my left arm a gentle squeeze. “You know I love you like a sister, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “And you should also know that what I’m about to suggest next is unavoidable and that I in no way actually meant to draw you into my investigation. But⁠—”

      “I already know what you’re going to say. You want to question Po Po again.”

      “Yes. We…well I didn’t really question her the way I normally would have questioned someone. And if I’m being honest here, I’m not so sure she told us everything she knows. I think you know this too.”

      “I do. We handled her…maybe too much. I’ll also put a call in to my supervisor to see if there’s some way the Bureau might be able to lend some help on identifying those bodies. If Po Po does know more than what she already told us, identifying those bodies will be key here. It can answer a lot of questions that Peng, unfortunately, can’t. I can’t promise there’s anything my office can do, but we have excellent resources. It’s worth a try.”

      Leslie nodded. “By the way, where exactly is Po Po staying?”

      “Liu lives in the Sham Shui Po district.” I peered into the room and at the clock on the nightstand. “They’re probably both asleep. How about we head over there first thing in the morning?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Leslie and I agreed that she would meet me back at the hotel at eight the following morning and head over to Liu’s apartment. I would have no choice but to take Ryan and Lucy. I just hoped this hot mess didn’t get any worse than it already was.

      As soon as Leslie left, I checked the time. San Francisco was sixteen hours behind, making it seven in the morning there. I picked up my cell phone and dialed Reilly’s number at the office. It rang longer than usual, and I began to think he might not have arrived yet. Just as I was about to hang up and try his cell, he picked up.

      “Reilly speaking.”

      He sounded a little out of breath. “Hi, it’s Abby. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “No, I heard the phone ringing from down the hall, and something inside me compelled me to run to my office to answer it. Why are you calling, Abby? You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

      I brought Reilly up to speed as quickly and concisely as possible. He listened quietly save for a few verbal acknowledgements.

      “Man, Abby. I don’t even know where to start. It all sounds a little far fetched.”

      “I wish that was the case.”

      “Well, first off, I’m terribly sorry to hear this. I know investigating your husband’s murder took a lot out of you. This must—Wait, are you okay? Do you need to take some time away? I mean, on top of your current plans?”

      “I’m okay. I appreciate your concern, but really what I need is help identifying this body.”

      “Look, Abby. I’m not one to sugarcoat things. We don’t have jurisdiction over there. You know this. There’s no way I can officially commit manpower to the Hong Kong Police unless they formally reach out for our help. And even then it would be a hard sell because there are no Americans involved. At least it doesn’t seem like it.”

      “I thought there might be some way to involve the Bureau since you were able to obtain clearance for me to assist the Royal Thai Police for a previous investigation.”

      “That situation was different. It was our investigation to begin with. We informed them that their citizens were in danger and offered our help.”

      “I see.” Well, there goes that.

      “I’m sorry, Abby. I know this isn’t the answer you wanted, but there’s a protocol I have to follow. I don’t see any justifiable reason to be involved.”

      “It was worth asking.”

      “It always is. But I want to be sure you’re clear on this. I won’t hear later that you went behind my back and asked your friends in forensics to do you a favor, will I? If I were to hear of such a thing, it would certainly be grounds for insubordination. Understand that?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay, so we’re clear about me not hearing anymore of this?”

      “We are. Crystal clear. You won’t hear a word about it.”

      And he wouldn’t need to because Reilly had just given me instructions on exactly what to do and how to keep it quiet so he would have complete deniability. When we hung up, I immediately made a call to another agent I could trust, Tracy House. She had mentioned to me in the past that she had a close relationship with the forensics team.

      “Abby, how’s Hong Kong?” she said, her voice upbeat.

      “Don’t get me started.” For the second time in just a few minutes, I covered the details of the mummy case and how Peng might possibly be involved.

      “Oh my God, Abby. This is…I don’t even know what to say.”

      “I’m fine. Everyone here is fine.”

      “Do Ryan and Lucy⁠—”

      “They have no idea what’s going on,” I said. “But Tracy, I do need your help with identifying the remains.” Abby filled her in on her phone call with Reilly.

      “Yes, of course. I have a good relationship with an agent in forensics. I’m positive he would be willing to unofficially help. And he will keep it to himself. I can’t promise he’ll identify the body, but he can at least start by having a conversation with the medical examiner and see what sort of assistance he can offer. At a minimum, we can run the DNA through the CODIS database and see if we get a hit.”

      “Thank you. That’s exactly what I needed to hear.”
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      The following morning, Lucy woke me up at six, which wasn’t too bad. I had my alarm set to go off at quarter after, and then I intended to hit the snooze button twice for another twenty minutes. It didn’t take long after opening my eyes for me to remember last night’s conversation with Leslie. No way after those thoughts popped back into my head could I return to dreamland.

      Ryan kept closing his eyes, even after I yanked the covers off of him and then pulled the black-out curtains wide open.

      “Lucy, change out of your pajamas and brush your teeth.”

      I turned back to Ryan. He had fallen asleep again. I stuck my finger in my mouth, got it nice and wet, and then twisted it into his ear.

      “Arrgghh, Abby,” he moaned, swatting my hand away.

      “I warned you.”

      “No you didn’t. You said, ‘Don’t make me ask you to get up one more time.’ You didn’t say anything about giving me a wet willy.”

      “Live and learn, my son. Live and learn.”

      Ryan had no idea how easy he had it with me. He wouldn’t survive a day with my father, the tall Irishman who believed in waking up early and putting in a full day’s work. When he wanted me to get out of bed, he’d ask once. I learned early on that the man never asked twice for anything. “When words fail, physicality succeeds.” That was his philosophy. I didn’t agree with it, but I learned to live with it. As a result, I grew up extremely efficient.

      While Ryan and Lucy got ready, so did I. I asked both kids if they were hungry. I got two nos. I looked at the time on my cell phone; it was a quarter to seven. Leslie would be here at eight. Room service took about forty-five minutes in the morning based on our previous experience. We’ll pick up something on the way over to Po Po’s.

      Leslie knocked on our hotel door a little early, but we were pretty much ready.

      “Hey, everybody,” she said as she walked in holding a box. “Anybody hungry?”

      Both Ryan and Lucy’s arms shot straight up as they shouted, “Me!” in unison. They weren’t hungry when I asked earlier, but suddenly when Aunt Leslie asked, it was as if I’d been starving them. The kids nearly knocked Leslie over trying to get to the box.

      “Gee, Abby. Don’t you feed your kids?” she asked.

      “I have you to do that,” I said, peering into the box and spying a mix of nuomici—glutinous rice dumplings dusted with dried coconut and stuffed with various sweet fillings.

      “These are from Shen’s Bakery. They’re my favorite.”

      Neither I nor my kids responded as we shoveled the sweets into our mouths. They may not be my biological offspring, but they eat just like I do. After we’d had our fill, we headed out.

      “What did you tell the kids?” Leslie asked as we walked to the elevator. “They seem so excited to tag along.”

      “I told them we’re hanging out with Aunt Leslie and she’s paying for everything, even souvenirs,” I said with a large grin.

      She laughed. “And that’s why I love you.”

      We fought the morning traffic and arrived at Liu’s apartment about forty minutes later. I was glad Leslie had brought the box of pastries or else hunger would have been added to the list of things to fight off. I knocked on the flimsy wooden door and waited a moment or so before giving it another wrap with my knuckles.

      “Did they know we were coming?” Leslie asked. She moved over to the tiny window and tried to peek inside, but the curtain had been drawn tightly over it.

      “No, I just figured that we would get here early enough, before they headed out.” I took my cell phone out and dialed Liu’s phone. We could hear her phone inside the apartment ringing.

      “Is Po Po coming with us today?” Lucy asked.

      “No, we just needed to talk to her for a little bit,” I said as I disconnected the call and pocketed my phone.

      I tugged on the door. There was a lot of movement between it and the doorjamb. “Doesn’t seem like there’s a deadbolt.” I dug into my purse, removed a parking key card, and slipped it into the crack. I jiggled it a bit. “Whoops, the door’s open.”

      “Holy moly,” Ryan blurted. “Abby just broke into an apartment. Aunt Leslie, are you going to draw your weapon?”

      “What?” Leslie and I asked at the same time.

      Ryan moved into an offensive stance and delivered two quick punches in succession. “I’ll lead the way.”

      “Simmer down, Bruce Lee.” I grabbed him by his collar and pulled him back.

      I led the way in. The lights were off, and the room was completely dark except for the light coming in through the door. I flipped the switch on a nearby lamp, and Leslie pulled the curtain open.

      “Her bag is still here,” I said pointing at the brown carry-on near the small couch. “They must have just gotten an early start on the day.”

      “Any idea where they might have gone?” Leslie asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe to get something to eat.”

      “Does Liu or Po Po have a cell phone?”

      “I’m not sure about Liu, but Po Po never wanted one. She does have my cell number, though,” I said as I moved over to the stove. “The kettle is still warm. We must have just missed them.”

      Leslie frowned. “It’s important that I speak with her as soon as possible.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I said out of the side of my mouth as I walked by. I removed a pen from my purse and left a note on the kitchen table for Po Po to call me.

      We exited the apartment, and the kids got into the back of the SUV while Leslie and I remained outside to talk a bit more.

      “What are your next steps?” I asked.

      “I’ll have an alert issued for them.”

      I nodded. “If she calls, I’ll tell her to stay put.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      I shrugged. “I’m trying to remain positive and think this is all one big misunderstanding, but it’s hard in lieu of what we’ve learned. My mind keeps going to the worst: that Peng and Po Po are actually tied into this mess.”

      “We’ve gone over this. You’ve got to get that thought out of your head.”

      “Yeah, but it’s hard not having answers to all the questions floating around.”

      “We both need answers.”

      “I just hope it doesn’t get any worse. I don’t want to spoil the trip for the kids. They’re having such a good time.”

      “They have no idea what’s happened, do they?”

      “Nope. And I’d like to keep it that way. Is there anything you need me to do?”

      “Yes. Go have fun with Ryan and Lucy. Do whatever you had planned, and if something new develops, I’ll let you know”
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      Jo sat in the half-circle booth farthest to the rear. He had a pot of green tea and a plate of almond cookies on the table in front of him. He had just removed the plastic strip off a new pack of cigarettes when Yong entered the bar and made his way toward him.

      Yong bowed before taking a seat in the booth. “The man I have following Agent Kane has just informed me that he saw her and Inspector Choi break into an apartment this morning.”

      Jo struck the top of the cigarette pack against the palm of his hands twice before tapping out a cigarette. “Break into an apartment? Are you sure?”

      “He says he saw the agent pick the lock with a credit card. Then they went inside for ten minutes. Oh, and the children are with them.”

      “Hmmm, very interesting.” Jo struck a match and lit the end of the cigarette. He inhaled deeply, and the red tip glowed brightly. “Are they still there?”

      “No. Once they left, he called me.”

      “Find out who lives in that apartment.” Jo exhaled a plume of grey smoke. “Gauging by the look on your face, you seem confused by my orders.”

      “I mean no disrespect. I merely want to learn.”

      “Inspector Choi can be an ally and an enemy. Because of that, it’s important we keep her close. And if she is talking to an FBI agent, it’s even more important. If it’s true that they did break into this apartment, I would like to know why. Even the police are not above the law.”

      “I understand. They watch us. We watch them.”

      “Keep me informed,” Jo said before taking another deep drag.
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      Since we’d had an earlier start than usual, I asked the kids what they felt like doing. They both shrugged. “Come on, Mr. Hong Kong,” I said to Ryan. “I thought you had everything worth doing mapped out.”

      “We did everything I could think of,” he said, His brow crinkled as he removed his map from his pants pocket and unfolded it.

      “Why don’t you guys take a day trip to Macau?” Leslie suggested. “I can drop you off at the ferry. It’s only an hour ride.”

      “The Las Vegas of the East,” I touted.

      “Well, yeah, there are big casinos there, but there’s also a lot of culture as well. Abby, you’ve been there before, right?”

      “Once when I was a little girl, but I never did make it back.”

      “What’s Macau?” Ryan asked.

      “It’s an island that was formerly a Portuguese colony,” I answered.

      Heading to Macau had never crossed my mind, mostly because in the last decade or so it had been heavily developed, largely with extravagant casinos. I had forgotten all about Macau’s tiny historic city center and the beautiful ruins of St. Paul’s Cathedral. “I actually think Macau would make a good day trip.”

      “Of course,” Leslie said, patting her own shoulder. “Aunt Leslie has all the good ideas. Right, kids?”

      “Yes!”

      “And being that you’re paying for everything today, I would also have to agree.” I smiled and held out my hand.

      The rush of making it on the next ferry was a great distraction, but as soon as we pushed off and the kids were settled on the boat, my thoughts went back to Leslie’s case. As much as I tried to heed her advice, it was hard to stop. It just seemed that the more Leslie investigated, the more Po Po and Peng became a part of the mix.

      I tried to focus on the scenery, but I just couldn’t stop wondering what Po Po knew. How many more skeletons are in that building or any of the other buildings?

      “She’s lying. She has to be,” I said quietly.

      When I finally heard myself say out loudly what I had desperately tried to avoid, it all clicked. Po Po needed to be treated like a suspect in a case. We couldn’t continue to coddle her. My reasons were different from Leslie. She had a case to solve, but I wanted the truth. It seemed as though getting to the bottom of all this would satisfy both our needs.

      I also had to ask myself if I honestly wanted to know the truth. Was I prepared for the worst, that Peng could be a murderer? The man I fell in love with, shared a bed with, and whose children I was now raising? What if he had been nothing more than a lying sociopath? Could I live with that? Could the kids?

      If that were the truth, the only saving grace I could think of was that he was dead. He couldn’t do any more harm to others or me and the kids. But Po Po…what if she were just as involved? She lived with us. It would be easy to hide the truth from the kids about their father but not about Po Po. What would I tell them? Hey, listen up. Po Po was involved in a double-murder. She’ll be moving out and into a Chinese prison. How about we turn her room into a home gym? What do you say?

      “Mom!” Lucy cried out, putting a stop to my pondering. “There’s My Cow!”

      I grabbed hold of Lucy’s hand. “Its Macau, sweetie.”

      They’re the innocent ones, and they’ll be hurt the most. Peng, you bastard. What did you do?
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      Leslie had just gotten off a call when Lee appeared in her doorway. “Go away,” she said, pointing at him. “Every time you show up, you have bad news.”

      “There is no bad news—only news that helps the case,” he said sagely.

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, I just got off the phone with the officers waiting at Liu’s apartment. Still no sign of the two.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s almost five p.m. What could two old women possibly be doing all day?”

      “Avoiding us,” Lee answered.

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious. Has that thought not crossed your mind?”

      “I don’t think they’re avoiding us.”

      “Where are you on this? Do you or do you not believe her? Because you seem to be flip-flopping back and forth.”

      Leslie shrugged, palms up. “Well, of course I don’t want her to be involved.”

      “I don’t either but that’s not what I’m asking,” Lee said pointedly.

      “I think she’s in the dark, just like the rest of us. She has no reason to hide the truth. Her son’s already dead. It’s not as if we can prosecute him.”

      “Maybe it’s more about preserving his legacy. You yourself said he was a mama’s boy. She must have believed he was perfect—a son who did no wrong. She could be delusional about the whole thing.”

      Leslie chuckled a bit. “You obviously don’t know Po Po all that well. She’s a lot smarter than she looks.” She paused. “I know what I just said feeds your argument. Let me make myself clearer. She’s not stupid enough to get herself in trouble. As much as it pains her, I think if she honestly knew what her son was up to, she would say so.”

      “You questioned her once, and she said she didn’t know.”

      “That’s right, but I’m thinking maybe she might know something that can point us in the right direction, she just doesn’t know it. I need to question her like I do every suspect.”

      “I agree with you there. She used up her courtesy pass the first time around.”

      Leslie leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “So what is it you want to tell me? Let’s hear it.”

      “We’re already discussing it. I’m here to tell you we need to escalate the search for Po Po. There’s been a new development.”

      She frowned. “What did you find?”

      “You know I’m an information guy, right? I try and gather as much as possible, even if it doesn’t seem like I should be gathering it. It’s about supporting you and the case.”

      “I know the nature of your job, Lee. Get to the point.”

      “So I’m looking into Peng’s past, trying to collect everything I can. On a whim, I think to take a look at his birth certificate. I make the requests at the Ministry of Health. Mind you, I’m pretty much just going through the motions here. I didn’t think anything would come of it⁠—”

      “Well, obviously something did. Now spit it out.”

      “Okay, so I pull his records. Ethel Yee, Po Po, is listed as the mother, but there’s no father listed.”

      “So?”

      “Yeah, that’s not strange. There are a lot of kids born out of wedlock. I’m not judging the woman, but I decided to check if her name showed up on any other birth certificates, besides hers of course.”

      “And?”

      “It did. Peng has a brother. His name is Rong Yee, and he’s a year older.”

      “Okay, that’s interesting.”

      “Wait, I’m not done. The record also has the father listed as unknown. I’m guessing Abby knows nothing about this.”

      “I’m pretty sure she didn’t because she would have told me. She tells me everything.”

      “That’s what I thought. I don’t know if Po Po held back that information when talking to you or if she just didn’t think about it or maybe didn’t think it was important.”

      “Is this brother even alive? He could have died at birth, which would be good enough reason for Po Po to stay mum on it.”

      “I knew you would ask, so I checked. Turns out Rong didn’t die at birth.”

      “And you know this because?”

      “He’s got a long list of priors with the department, most of it petty crime: scamming tourists, pickpocketing, shoplifting, that sort of stuff. He was, however, detained for a year and half in a boys’ home.”

      “Okay, so he’s alive. Let’s find Rong and bring him in for questioning. He could be the guy we’re looking for, not Peng.”

      “Except, he’s not. I paid a visit to the boys’ home. Turns out he visited the in-house dentist. Rong had a full set of dental x-rays sitting in his file.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Leslie said, shaking her head.”

      “We already have Rong Yee in custody. He’s the first skeleton we pulled out of the building.”
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      Mr. Chan sat on a teak rocker inside the screened-in porch at the rear of his home. He sipped hot tea while listening to the gurgle of the tiny waterfall that fed a small pond filled with colorful koi fish.

      Despite the tranquility surrounding him, his right leg bounced as he gazed ahead at nothing in particular; the visit from Inspector Choi occupied his thoughts. After all the hard work that had gone into putting the past behind them, it still managed to rear its ugly head in their wonderfully rich lives.

      “Are you still worrying about yesterday?” Mrs. Chan asked as she appeared on the veranda. She held a plate of Chinese butter cookies in her hand. “You’re worrying too much.” She put the plate down on the wooden serving cart, which also held a teapot and two bottles of sparkling water.

      He finally broke his stare and turned to her. “Did you not hear what that woman said yesterday? She practically accused us of having something to do with the skeleton they found. I tell you, that Yee family is nothing but bad news. I knew that the first day I met Ethel and Peng. Two rotted peas in a pod.” He shifted in his rocker so he could face her without straining.

      “I agree, but let’s not jump to the worst conclusion. We haven’t had any contact with Peng since we made the decision about Mei.”

      “She was a disappointment. She could have had a wonderful life, but she threw it all away by messing around with the trash.”

      “She made the decision for things to be this way, not us. We told her to stop seeing him. She disobeyed.” Mrs. Chan took a seat in the rocker next to her husband.

      He crossed his legs and grumbled, “She should have had that baby taken out. If she had, we probably could have paid off Peng to leave our daughter alone. But no, she insisted on having that bastard child. I worked too hard for my life. No way I would allow her to put a black stain on it.”

      “We made the right decision. And you were also right about what people would think when they no longer saw Mei with us.”

      “Of course. Eventually I knew she would cease to be a topic of conversation. What’s that saying? Out of sight, out of mind. But telling people that she wanted to spend time in Africa doing charity work was brilliant, Edith. That was a good idea,” he said, pointing a finger.

      “We did good.”

      “If people discovered that our daughter had a child with the likes of someone like Peng, it could have ruined us. I just hope this nosey inspector doesn’t dig up the past.”

      “They can’t tie any of it to us. We have an air-tight alibi—no contact.”

      “I hope not. A scandal is the last thing we need in our lives.”

      “I, for one, am not worried.” Mrs. Chan took a sip of her tea. “I think Inspector Choi left knowing no more than when she arrived. She came here seeking information. She doesn’t think we’re responsible. According to the news, they haven’t been able to identify the body. We’re fine.”

      The Chans sat quietly sipping tea and munching on cookies until the doorbell interrupted them.

      “Don’t tell me that inspector is back,” he moaned.

      “Calm down.” She stood up to answer the door.

      Mr. Chan motioned for his wife to remain seated. “Sit down, I’ll get it.”

      He trotted down the long hall through the kitchen and made his way to the foyer. The doorbell sounded again. “Hold on, I’m coming,” he called. I hope it isn’t that Inspector. I have no patience for her. He reached for the doorknob and pulled the door open.

      It wasn’t Inspector Choi standing outside. It was Po Po.
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      By the time we took the ferry back from Macau and arrived at our hotel, it was seven p.m. and the kids were nodding off. We had spent most of the day exploring the historic center and a few of the casinos, which were more like entertainment centers. I had Ryan and Lucy bathe quickly and then got them both tucked into bed in Po Po’s suite.

      With that out of the way, it was Abby time. I drew a bath, intent on becoming a prune—a perfect primer for a good night’s sleep. No sooner had I sat down in the warm, sudsy bathwater and leaned back than my cell phone rang. I’d had the foresight to take it with me into the bathroom, as I hadn’t heard from Po Po all day. She was still extremely active and able at her age, as was Liu, and they both knew Hong Kong so I wasn’t worried about them ending up in a dangerous situation. I just assumed they were two old friends making good use of their time together. I looked at the screen and recognized Leslie’s number. Good news, I hope.

      “Hi, Leslie.”

      “Hi, Abby. Are you back from Macau?”

      “I am. The kids are napping, and I just sat in a bath. I’m stewing myself.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “If you’re checking to see if I heard from Po Po, I haven’t. Have you?”

      “No, I haven’t, but that’s not the reason why I’m calling.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mind if I stop by?”

      “Tonight?”

      Leslie paused slightly before speaking. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m guessing you have a new development in your case?”

      Leslie promised to explain everything to me when she arrived. She had already left the office when she called. That meant I had about thirty minutes to enjoy my bath, which was sort of hard considering bad news was on the way.

      My thirty-minute bath ended up being more like twenty minutes. I still had a robe wrapped around me when Leslie told me what Lee had discovered.

      “A brother? Are you absolutely sure?” I whispered.

      “We got a positive match with the dental records.” She removed two pieces of paper from her purse and handed them to me. “Ethel Yee is listed as the birth mother on both birth records.”

      I saw her name. I saw Peng’s name. Yet I still found it hard to believe. How could so much have been kept from me, from the children? More and more, I felt like a stranger to Po Po and to Peng. They shouldn’t have kept those things from me—we were family. It didn’t need to be hashed over and discussed all the time but these secrets…What had happened that was so terrible they felt the need to keep this part of the past buried? More importantly, how did Rong end up dead and buried in Peng’s building?

      “This must all be very surreal to you because it is to me,” Leslie said. “I’ve known Po Po and Peng just as long as I’ve known you. Believe me when I say I’m just as dumbfounded. I imagine you feel duped, because I sure would.”

      “Duped? ‘Betrayed’ would be the word I would start with.” I threw the pieces of paper on the bed and rubbed my forehead. “This is so effed up.”

      “And it’s not just you. The kids are also part of it.”

      “Exactly,” I said, my frustration causing my voice to rise much louder than I had intended. Not wanting to wake the kids, I motioned for Leslie to follow me to the balcony and then closed the sliding door behind us. “That crap angers me the most. As far as they know, they had the perfect father.” I stood with my back against the balcony railing and my arms folded across my chest. I pressed my lips together in a hard line as I stared off to the side, away from Leslie. I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks.

      She came over to stand next to me and rested her arms on the balcony railing. “Po Po never hinted at having another child?”

      “Nope. She’s a woman of few words to begin with—well, at least with me—but I would have remembered if she said anything remotely close to conveying that she had another kid.” I turned around and stared into the moonlit bay.

      “Same with Peng?”

      “Absolutely. The name Rong Yee is foreign to me. I was under the impression that Peng was an only child.”

      “I wonder if Peng knew,” Leslie said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked while I adjusted the belt on my robe.

      “Well, maybe Po Po never told Peng that he had an older brother. According to the birth records, they were only a year apart. He could have been given up for adoption, or he could⁠—”

      “Stop, Leslie.” I said firmly. “You found Rong’s body in a building that Peng built. I find it hard to believe that he didn’t know he had a brother, but yet somehow said brother ended up entombed in his building.” I squeezed my hands into balled fists over and over.

      “I’m sorry, Abby. I’m not trying to upset you. I’m trying to remain positive about everything.”

      “Too late. We need answers, and Po Po needs to come clean. She knows more than she’s letting on.” I looked at Leslie. “You don’t just give birth to a child and never talk about it.”

      I headed back inside the room and dialed Liu’s number on my cell phone. It rang ten times before I disconnected the call. “It’s after eight. It’s not that late, but I would have thought they would be home by now.”

      “She’s the next step, Abby. We need to find her, and we need to find her right away.”
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      Earlier that afternoon, Po Po and Liu sat in armchairs opposite Gregory and Edith Chan in the same small sitting room Leslie had visited the day before. The Chans, of course, offered no tea.

      “I should have known this would come back to haunt us,” Mr. Chan said in his native language, making no attempt to hide the disdain in his voice.

      “What do you mean haunt you?” Liu demanded.

      “Knowing the both of you,” he shot back. “Your kind with your tentacles that never cease to stop grabbing. And what are you doing here anyway? This isn’t any of your business.”

      “You think you are so much better than everyone,” Liu spewed. “I still can’t believe you two produced a daughter that was nothing like the monsters you two are.”

      “Monsters?” Mrs. Chan responded with a sarcastic laugh. “We don’t have any bodies hidden in the walls of our home.”

      Mrs. Chan and Liu proceeded to lob a series of insults back and forth until it became a cackle of harsh tonal bells.

      “Stop it! Stop it now!” Mr. Chan shouted. He placed an arm against his wife’s chest; she had leaned forward in her chair, ready to pounce at Liu. “All of this shouting won’t solve the problem at hand.”

      Mrs. Chan sat back, but her piercing eyes said that she was nowhere near finished with her verbal assault.

      “He’s right,” Po Po agreed. “We have to figure out what to do.”

      “We?” Mr. Chan’s voice shot up an octave. “You need to figure out what to do.”

      “We aren’t even sure it’s Rong’s body. Nobody knows,” Liu said.

      Mr. Chan waved off Liu’s answer as he shook his head. “Come on, let’s not play stupid. Of course it’s Rong’s body.”

      “You don’t know that,” Po Po said sternly.

      “Where is he then? Huh? Have either of you seen him, perhaps had lunch with him?” His wide-eyed gaze moved back and forth between Po Po and Liu. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. No one has seen him for nearly fifteen years. It’s no coincidence that he disappeared the same time that building was built.”

      “We didn’t put him there,” Po Po said.

      “Neither did we,” Mrs. Chan countered.

      “You see, that’s the point I’m trying to make,” Po Po said. “We all assumed that was his body in the building because of his disappearance but none of us knew for sure. Admit it. We all thought Rong simply left Hong Kong. No one here seriously thought his disappearance was the result of him being killed.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Chan remained quiet, sulking in the loveseat. The truth had been exactly what Po Po just said. All four of them assumed Rong had finally gotten fed up with both families and left them for good. It wasn’t until the body was discovered that any of them grew suspicious.

      “Ethel, this is all your fault,” Mr. Chan said with a low, throaty growl. “If your son hadn’t gotten our daughter pregnant, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Oh, come on,” Liu said. “You act as if Peng took Mei by force.”

      “Maybe he did,” Mrs. Chan suggested.

      “This isn’t about placing blame,” Po Po interrupted. “It’s too late for that. The problem is that body.”

      “Well I don’t think Edith and I have anything to worry about,” Mr. Chan said with a dismissive shrug. “You, Ethel, are one to worry. Rong is your son.”

      “Why must we do anything?” Mrs. Chan questioned. “If they don’t identify the body, there’s nothing to worry about, and this all goes away eventually. Why help the police?”

      “And if they do identify that body, they’ll know right away that you two and Ethel were lying,” Liu said, throwing her arms up.

      “We weren’t.” Mrs. Chan pointed at her husband and then herself. “The body was in Peng’s building.”

      “He didn’t do it,” Po Po snapped.

      “How sure are you of that?” Mr. Chan leaned forward resting his arms on his thighs. “He said he would take care of Rong. I think his exact words were, ‘Don’t worry. I can make him go away.’”

      “Yes, yes. I recall him saying that,” Mrs. Chan followed with quick nods.

      Po Po shook her head slowly. There was no denying that Rong was her son, and Peng did say he would take care of him. At times she regretted telling her son to leave and wondered if she had made the right decision. Could Rong have been saved?

      For most of their childhood, Peng had followed the straight and narrow path, never following his older brother. When Rong was ten, he broke into a neighbor’s apartment and stole a few pieces of jade jewelry. He was caught in the act, and the residents of the building bullied Po Po into moving out. Rong had largely been the reason they moved around so much.

      Po Po tried everything she could think of to tame him, but it seemed nothing worked. He showed her no respect and did what he pleased. He was his father’s son.

      Eventually Po Po ordered Rong to leave and told him to never show his face to them again. Rong couldn’t have cared less. He left them with a smile, eager to do whatever he pleased without judgment.

      For a while, the situation remained that way—until Rong found out Peng had become engaged to a girl whose family had money. Being an opportunist, he took it upon himself to tell the Chans he would make it known to all their high-society friends about the black sheep that would join their family unless they paid him off. But the Chans didn’t play ball.

      “If you two would have only given him what he asked for, it could have been settled. You could afford it,” Liu said.

      “It never would have ended.” Mr. Chan’s dark stare settled on Liu. “As soon as he spent all that money, he would have come back with threats for more.”

      “Gregory’s right,” Po Po said begrudgingly to her friend. “Rong would have never stopped.”

      At the time, Peng hadn’t any idea of Rong’s devious plan, but when Po Po told him, it set him off like she had never seen. When she realized she might have done the wrong thing by telling Peng, it was too late. “No, Mother, you can’t stop me,” Peng had told her. “Rong has brought this family nothing but trouble and shame. I will inform the Chans that I will handle Rong. It’s been decided.”

      “Look, Ethel, you can’t blame us for thinking that Peng might have done this,” Mr. Chan said. “After he said he would take care of it, Rong disappeared. Can we all agree on that?” He looked around the room, and no one objected. “I’ll admit that Edith and I didn’t ask how because we honestly didn’t want to know. Why open Pandora’s Box when it’s not needed? We just wanted him out of our lives. And maybe that’s where we’re guilty.”

      Po Po kept her head down.

      “Ethel, do you know something the rest of us don’t?” Mr. Chan prompted. “Because now would be a good time to tell us.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Do you know what Peng did to make Rong disappear?”
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      Dr. Jian Fang had been working around the clock on the mummy case since day one and had decided for once he would leave the office before ten p.m. It was a little after eight on a Friday night, and most of the staff had left the office already.

      Cho, the night security guard who manned the reception desk in the lobby, took a break from the report in his hand and looked up. “It’s good to see you get out and have a life,” he said to Fang with a smile. “You work too hard.”

      Fang smiled and gave him a friendly wave as he exited the building. He had parked his car on the ground level of the two-story parking structure next door. There weren’t too many cars or people left at this time of the night. Just as Fang reached his silver Toyota compact, two masked men dressed identically in black appeared from the shadows.

      It took Fang a moment to comprehend the situation. By then it was too late. One of the masked men struck him in the face with a hard right punch, snapping his head back. Fang’s knees buckled, and he fell onto all fours. He tried to get back to his feet, but the punch had him dazed, and he fell to his side. He raised an arm to shield his face, but another punch found its mark.

      “Take my wallet. It’s in my back pocket. Take everything,” he said, hoping the muggers would leave him alone if they got what they wanted.

      Instead, two strong hands gripped him by the front of his shirt and jerked him to standing. “Come on. Move it, old man,” the masked man growled

      The two men escorted Fang back to the building. He hoped that Cho would still be at the front desk and able to help him or at least notify the police. However, his hopes were dashed when he saw two more men, dressed the same, attacking Cho. The guard had no chance against them and fell to the tile floor unconscious.

      “Meet us in the lab when you’re finished here,” the man holding on to Fang said as they passed by the reception desk.

      Fang turned back and watched Cho’s body being dragged away. “What do you want? I told you to take everything in my wallet,” he pleaded as he touched the tender area above his eye. When he pulled his hand away, his fingers were covered in blood. “Why are you doing this? Tell me right⁠—”

      The man slapped Fang in the back of the head. “Stop with the questions. Just keep moving.”

      They shoved Fang down the hall and into the elevator, riding it to the fourth floor.

      “Come on,” the man said, jerking Fang out of the elevator.

      The man dragged Fang down the hall by his arm until they reached a door with a security lock on it. The other man patted Fang’s pockets until he found a security card and swiped it through the reader, unlocking the door.

      Inside, the masked men scanned the stainless steel autopsy tables, finding what they were looking for at the far end of the room. Spread out on the last two tables were skeletal remains.

      The man holding on to Fang sat him down on a stool. “Watch him,” he said to his partner. He then walked over to the bones, picking one up with his gloved hand. “Are these the two bodies the police found in the building?”

      Fang said nothing, and the man next to him slapped his head. “Answer the question.”

      “Yes, those are the remains.”

      Right around then, the two masked men who Fang saw attacking Cho downstairs appeared. They were carrying two large duffle bags and a couple of plastic jugs.

      The one standing by the remains waved at them. “Over here. Take everything on these two tables.”

      The two men then proceeded to scoop up all the body parts into the bags. They weren’t too concerned about how they handled the bones, some of them crumbling onto the table and floor

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Fang cried out. “Don’t! You’re destroying the evidence.”

      The men ignored his pleas and continued until they had everything in the bags. One of them produced a small hand broom and did his best to sweep the remaining pieces into his bag.

      “Are there any more body parts from the building in here?” the leader of the group asked. He leaned down close to Fang. “Don’t lie. It’ll be painful if you do.”

      “That’s all of it. I swear.”

      The two men who gathered the bones then picked up the jug and poured the liquid contents over the table and then washed it down.

      The man holding Fang removed a knife and pressed it against Fang’s throat. “You’ve conducted tests on the DNA. Where are those kept?”

      “No, please don’t.”

      He pressed the knife a little harder against Fang’s neck until the doctor pointed to vials in a refrigerated storage unit. After the men finished washing down the tables, they removed all of the vials, dumped them open into a sink, and then doused them with the liquid from the jugs. Fang could do nothing but watch as the evidence was destroyed.
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      Leslie and I were still talking on the balcony when her cell phone rang.

      “Choi speaking. You did? Where?” Leslie mouthed to me that her men had Po Po. “Yes, uh-huh. Hold on.” She covered her cell phone with the palm of her hand. “They’re at Liu’s apartment. I’ll have my men bring Po Po to headquarters.”

      “No, wait. Bring her here,” I whispered. “It’ll be too much for her if you take her there.”

      Leslie hesitated for a second before returning to her phone call. “Bring her to the Shangri-La Hotel⁠—”

      I waved for Leslie’s attention and told her to bring Liu as well.

      “Bring both ladies. Yes, that’s right. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      While Leslie went downstairs to wait for Po Po, I changed into clothes and then checked on the kids. They were still sound asleep in the other suite, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before they woke hungry. I could have used a bite to eat as well. I placed an order to room service for several club sandwiches and sliced fruit.

      Leslie returned with Po Po and Liu right after the food had been delivered. I was right about the kids—they were awake—and I set them up with a plate of food in the other suite. “The adults need to talk. Stay in here,” I said. They managed a garbled okay.

      I shut the door between the two suites. Po Po and Liu sat at a small table sharing a club sandwich. Neither woman appeared fazed from HKP picking them up and escorting them back to our hotel.

      “Po Po, are you okay?” I asked, walking toward her.

      She nodded as she swallowed a bite.

      “I’m guessing the two of you know why you were brought here by the police and why Leslie is here,” I said.

      Po Po placed her sandwich on the plate and brushed her hands. Liu continued to eat and avoided my gaze.

      I looked at Leslie and she motioned for me to continue questioning Po Po. Earlier, I toiled over the best way to approach Po Po with the latest news. Delicate or blunt? Since it was Po Po, I knew the answer.

      “Po Po, do you want to tell us about your other son, Rong?”

      If she had been shocked by the fact that we knew about her secret, her facial expression gave us no indication. Liu on the other hand nearly choked on her sandwich.

      “Po Po, we know about Rong. I’ve seen the birth certificate.”

      She let out a breath. “Yes, I have another son.”

      She told us about Rong’s bad behavior, leading her to ask him to leave and never to bother her or Peng again. Knowing how this woman ruled my house with an iron fist, I found it very hard to believe she couldn’t keep her son in line.

      “And when he left, you never heard or saw him again?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “What about Peng? Did he keep in contact with his brother?”

      “No. They didn’t get along.”

      “Liu? Did you have contact with Rong?”

      She mumbled something and continued eating her sandwich.

      I looked at Leslie. It was time to drop the other bombshell.

      “Po Po, there’s no easy way to say what I’m about to say, so I’ll just say it. Leslie’s team has identified the first body they found in Peng’s building. It’s Rong.”

      Po Po looked away briefly before dropping her head. This time her poker face didn’t show up for work. Liu gave Po Po’s thigh a gentle squeeze.

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m okay.”

      “I know this is tough news to hear,” I said, giving her a hug. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this.”

      Po Po sucked in a breath and composed herself. “I said I’m okay. I’m sad Rong is dead, but he was bad for us.”

      “Did you have any idea that Rong might be the body in the building?”

      She looked at me with glassy eyes. I couldn’t tell if it was because she was tired or sad. “I think it might be Rong.” Po Po then went on to tell us about his attempt to blackmail the Chans.

      “Did they give in to the extortion?” Leslie broke in. “What happened?”

      I knew exactly what Leslie was thinking. Po Po’s admission just gave the Chans motivation to kill Rong.

      “They told me they would not pay, and I have to talk to Rong.”

      “Did Peng know about this?”

      Po Po nodded. “I tell him. He told Mei’s parents not to pay. He said he would take care of everything.”

      “I think you know what my next question is.”

      Po Po answered quickly. “Peng not kill Rong.”

      “Okay, if that’s true, what happened to Rong?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “He went away.”

      “And you didn’t think to ask Peng what he said or did to make Rong disappear? What about the Chans? Do they know what took place?”

      “They were happy he left. They don’t ask where.”

      “Po Po how sure are you that Peng wasn’t responsible for Rong ending up buried in the building?” Leslie asked.

      “My son is not killer. I know him. He never do something like that. He said he would find way to pay Rong.”

      “And did he?”

      “Not sure. I think so, because Rong never bother us again. We all think he go away until police find skeleton. We start to think it could be Rong.”

      “So the Chans knew all about this?” Leslie asked, shaking her head. “They lied. You all lied from the very beginning.”

      I could sense the irritation in Leslie’s voice. “So just to be clear, no one suspected that Rong was dead until the body was found?” I interjected.

      “Yes. I speak the truth for everyone,” Po Po said.

      Once again, it seemed as if Peng held the answers to our questions. What did he tell Rong? Did he pay him off? Did he pay someone else to take care him? Did he handle it himself?

      Po Po yawned, which triggered Liu to do the same. I almost followed suit but resisted the urge.

      “Why don’t the two of you go into the other room and rest,” I said. “Leslie and I have a few more things to discuss.”

      I waited until Po Po and Liu disappeared behind the door before asking Leslie what she thought.

      “If I’m being honest here,” she said, keeping her voice low, “this is one of those scenarios where the four of them stuck their heads in the sand until the problem went away. They purposely stayed out of it and didn’t ask questions because they didn’t want to know. I’m sorry for being blunt.”

      “You’re fine. It doesn’t appear as if they were involved. They’re guilty of lying, and that’s about it. But this only makes Peng appear to be the person responsible for Rong’s death. The only thing that doesn’t fit neatly into this puzzle is the other body. Who is that and was that a person Peng knew?”

      “You know Peng could have hired someone to take care of Rong. Maybe that other body is completely unrelated.”

      “You mean Peng also played ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ with the person he hired?”

      “Could be, and maybe that person took an opportunity to dump another unrelated body.”

      “It’s plausible, but really, what are the odds of it working out that way, Leslie? Pretty slim. At this point, all we have are theories, and the main person we could hold responsible is dead.”

      Leslie drew a deep breath and then exhaled. “What a cover-up, right? Almost too perfect to be pulled off by four senior citizens.”

      “Also, we’re not even addressing Peng’s death. Clearly it’s tied in somehow. It has to be, right?”

      Leslie shrugged. “If what Po Po said was true, then I think Peng must have farmed out the job of making Rong disappear.”

      “And for one reason or another, this hired help later felt Peng was a liability and decided to get rid of him?” We pondered for a few moments before I broke the silence. “Eh, I’m not so sure I buy that. Peng would have had to do something to prompt this. A lot of time passed from the time the building had been constructed and his murder. Why wait so long?”

      Leslie tilted her head. “I’m not sure.” Then her cell phone rang. “More bad news,” she said with a wry grin.

      “Hey, don’t jinx it,” I said.

      “Choi speaking. When? Dammit! I’ll be right there.” She disconnected the call. “They took them, Abby. The skeletons are gone.”
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      “That was Lee on the phone,” Leslie said as she gathered her belongings. “A couple of men attacked Dr. Fang as he was leaving the office. They forced him back to the lab where the remains from the building were kept.”

      “Who’s behind this?”

      “Right now, we don’t know. Look, I need to get over there.”

      I walked her to the door. “This is so strange. Why would someone want those remains?”

      “No idea. Apparently they scooped all of it into a duffle bag and left.”

      “How’s Dr. Fang? Is he hurt?” I asked.

      “Lee said he’s got a cut above his left eye and facial contusions. Other than that, he’s okay.”

      I shut the door quietly behind us, and we walked briskly to the elevator. “We must have stumbled across something meaningful, and we just don’t know it yet.”

      Leslie tapped the call button for the elevator. “Clearly someone else is involved. Maybe we were wrong about Peng all along.”

      Hearing Leslie say that felt good. Peng still might be a victim in all of this.

      The elevator opened, and Leslie stepped inside.” She held her hand against the door, preventing it from closing. “You know, Rong’s remains were in that lab for close to a week. They could have taken it earlier. They also could have hit the construction site and taken the other skeleton. Why wait?”

      “Maybe they tried, but with the CSI crew there day and night, they didn’t have an opportunity.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right, Abby. Either way—no body, no case. I’ll update you once I know more.”

      I waited until the elevator doors closed before hurrying back to the room. Po Po and Liu were both lying on the bed, but their eyes opened when they heard me enter the suite. The kids were sitting on the other bed watching TV with the sound turned low.

      “Where’s Aunt Leslie?” Ryan asked.

      “She had to take care of some work.”

      “When can I go back to my apartment?” Liu asked.

      “Yes, when can we leave?” Po Po added.

      Liu really didn’t need to stay, but I was on the fence with Po Po.

      “I have something else I need to discuss with both of you. Let’s go into the other room.”

      Without hesitation, both women sat up and slipped their legs over the side of the bed and walked over to my suite.

      I turned to the kids. “More adult talk. Stay in here.” I shut the door connecting both rooms and joined Po Po and Liu at the small table.

      “What happen?” Po Po asked.

      “Some men broke into the Medical Examiners Office and stole the skeletons.”

      Po Po’s expression was one of shock. “Why?”

      “We aren’t exactly sure. Do either of you have an idea why someone would want to take those remains?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I don’t know,” Liu blurted.

      “Why would we know?” Po Po responded quickly after.

      “Well, someone besides you two and the Chans also has history with Rong.”

      “Now you believe Peng not kill Rong?” Po Po asked.

      “Right now, I don’t have all the facts, so I’m having a hard time making a judgment call.”

      She tsked at me.

      I wanted to glare at her, but I just couldn’t. “You have to understand how this all looks. When Leslie and I first spoke to you, you claimed to know nothing. Turns out that really wasn’t the case. So if you do know anything about that other body or why someone would want to steal it, then you need to tell me.”

      Both women continued to claim they knew nothing more than what they’d already told me. They’d only had suspicions when they saw the news report, and it wasn’t until Leslie confirmed Rong’s identity that they knew for sure. It was apparent our conversation had stalled. And the continued questioning, even though most of it was directed at Po Po, was taking its toll on Liu.

      “Can I go home now?” Liu asked once again.

      “Yes, and I want to go with her,” Po Po chimed in.

      “Both of you have to promise that you will go straight back to the apartment, and if you step out tomorrow, you have to phone me and let me know where. I’m saying this because I’m sure Leslie will want to talk to both of you again, based on what happened tonight with the skeletons. Are we clear on this?”

      Both women nodded their heads.

      “Do you want me to arrange transport?”

      “It okay. Have many taxi outside,” Po Po said.

      The women said goodbye to the kids, and I walked them downstairs. I still had many unanswered questions floating around in my head, but badgering Po Po and Liu any more that night wouldn’t get me anywhere.
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      Lee greeted Leslie at the entrance to the Ho Man Tin government complex.

      “How’s Dr. Fang?” she asked as she approached him.

      “He’s bruised, but he’ll survive,” Lee said. They walked along the pathway that led to the medical examiner’s building. “The paramedics are looking him over right now.”

      “And the guard?” Leslie asked as they entered the building and walked past the empty reception desk.

      “He got it much worse—a blunt object to the back of the head knocked him out,” Lee tapped his head. “Gave him a concussion. He also sustained a shattered cheek and a broken nose. He’ll spend the night at the hospital. We can question him tomorrow.”

      “What about security cam footage?”

      “I’ve got a guy pulling it as we speak.”

      They exited the elevator on the fourth floor and headed toward Fang’s personal office. They bumped into the paramedics on the way out. “He’s banged up, but he’ll be fine,” one of them said reassuringly.

      Leslie nodded her thanks.

      Inside the office, Fang sat behind his desk. He had a bandage over his right eye, the bruising below it fairly visible, and he held a cold compress in his hand.

      “Keep that pressed against your cheek. It’ll help with the pain,” Leslie said.

      “I took two Vicodin. I’m already managing it.”

      “You okay to talk with us?” Lee asked as he rubbed his eyes.

      Fang nodded. “If it helps to catch them.” He gave them a detailed account of what happened from the moment the men ambushed him until they left.

      “At first I thought they wanted my money, but then they forced me back into the building. I was really confused as to what was happening. When we reached the lab where the remains are kept, that’s when I realized their true intentions. They knew exactly where to go and that they would need a security card to gain access. Someone on the inside gave them help.”

      Lee jotted notes onto a small pad of paper.

      “Did they call each other by a name or say anything?” Leslie asked.

      “Aside from telling me to shut up and to move it, they only communicated when necessary. Their voices sounded young. And their physical shape matched that of an able young man.”

      “Even though they knew exactly what they were looking for, you said they didn’t handle the remains carefully,” Leslie said.

      “That’s right. They simply shoved everything into the bags, destroying some of the bones in the process. One of them even had a small hand broom and swept up the table and floor. And that’s not all. They washed the tables with oxygenated bleach. It’s the surest way to destroy DNA.”

      “But you must have some samples stored elsewhere, right?”

      “I did, but they destroyed those as well.” Fang shook his head. “I’ll comb the table, the counters, and the floor to see if I can pick it up again, but I’m not hopeful.”

      “So are you telling me that not only do we not have the remains, we have no DNA samples?”

      “Yes and no. We have DNA profiles but the actual DNA is gone so if we ever wanted to test the samples again we wouldn’t be able to. But early this morning, I spoke to an agent with the FBI. He told me you had requested their help.”

      Leslie quickly brought Fang up to speed on Abby’s involvement.

      “Well, that explains why I got the call. Anyway, we talked a bit about what tests I had conducted and how they might be able to assist me. I agreed to send them the DNA profiles I created from both sets of remains.”

      “Tell me you did that already,” Leslie said.

      “I did. But after informing the agent about the tests I had done, there’s not much more they can do except run the profiles through their database. The FBI has the largest DNA database in existence. There’s a chance for match there.”

      “Dr. Fang, is there anything you can think of about any of the men that stood out as strange? Maybe the way one of them moved or spoke?” Lee asked.

      “Wait, there is something.” He threw a hand up in the air. “I can’t believe I forgot about this. The one who seemed to be the leader—he had a tattoo on his left wrist.” He pointed at the location. “They all wore long-sleeved shirts, but that one man’s sleeve rode up his arm when he was pushing me around. He had a red and gold dragon tattoo.”

      Leslie looked at Lee. “Let’s search the tattoo database for dragons and then have Dr. Fang look at them. We might get lucky.”

      Lee nodded.

      Fang stood up and quickly steadied himself by placing a hand on his desk.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” Leslie asked.

      “I’ll be fine. I just want to go home, unless you have more questions.”

      She shook her head. “If we do think of anything else, we’ll contact you. Can we at least arrange for someone to drive you home? Might not be smart for you to drive in your condition.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” he agreed. “A ride would be nice.”

      Leslie and Lee rode down the elevator with Fang and arranged for a patrol car to take him home. They then headed to the security office to view the footage.

      A man stood when they entered. “I’m Peter Ching, director for building safety and security. I’ve already combed through the footage.”

      “Tell us you got them,” Leslie said, taking a seat.

      “We did.” He pressed a button on the control panel. “Look at this monitor,” he said pointing to a small screen. “Here they are entering the building with Dr. Fang.”

      Two masked men dressed in black were escorting Fang into the building, just like he’d said.

      Ching paused the footage. “We got them coming in, but the masks do a pretty good job of hiding their faces.” He advanced to the footage of the front desk guard being attacked.

      “They’ve done this before. Everything seems coordinated. Two men to deal with the doctor, two to deal with the guard,” Lee summarized.

      Ching pressed another button. “Here Dr. Fang is escorted down the hall and into the lab. Unfortunately, there are no cameras in there.”

      They watched the rest of the footage, but there wasn’t much more to glean from it. Fang had given them a pretty accurate account of what had happened.

      Ching leaned back in his chair. “I wish the footage was better, but the cameras aren’t high-def. I’ve been requesting an upgrade for years but am told there’s no money in the budget.” He shook his head. “Maybe this will have management reconsider.”

      “Do me a favor.” Leslie handed him her card. “Email me the video footage.”

      He smiled. “No problem.”

      As soon as they were out of earshot of the office, Lee asked, “You got an idea who these men are?”

      “Triads,” Leslie said firmly. “No doubt they’re involved.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, we should have luck identifying that tattoo. We’ve catalogued most of the ink of known members. But if you’re right, this only complicates the case.”

      “No shit. If it wasn’t already bad enough that it involves Abby’s mother-in-law and her late husband, the Triads appear to have a hand in the mix. I feel like I’m the friend from hell. Every time I call her, it’s bad news.”

      “Peng in bed with the Triads. It can’t get any worse than that.”
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      I tried sleeping, but after Leslie’s call to meet the following morning, my mind ran through endless worst-case scenarios all night long. The tossing and turning eventually had me pulling myself out of bed around five. I fixed myself a cup a tea and sat on the balcony while I waited for Leslie to arrive, sometime between eight thirty and nine. By the time the clock ticked just past nine, she arrived and I had already downed a pot and a half. The kids were up by then as well. They were eating breakfast and watching TV.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said when I opened the door.

      “It’s fine. There’s tea out on the balcony.”

      We settled in, and Leslie wasted no time in filling me in on what else she had learned about the attack on Fang.

      “All the DNA is gone?” I asked.

      “Destroyed, but Dr. Fang had already created DNA profiles, which he sent to the FBI. He did mention there wasn’t much more your guys could do in terms of testing.”

      “My contact had already told me to manage my expectations, but you never know. At least we can run the profiles through our database.”

      “Every little bit helps,” Leslie said.

      She removed her cell phone from her purse and showed me the security camera footage on her phone. I refrained from making any comments until I’d had a chance to review it all. I wanted to be absolutely sure of my opinion. When I watched the last of it, there wasn’t any doubt in my mind those men were Triads.

      “Sorry, I know you didn’t want to come to the same conclusion as me, but…” Leslie let her last word trail for a second or so. “But there is a silver lining in all of this: the tattoo. Right now, Lee’s pulling all dragon tattoos we have on file so Dr. Fang can look at them. If we can identify that man, we have someone else to talk to. This could be the break we’ve been looking for.”

      “I know, I know. But it’s that break that troubles me. It can’t lead to better news for me.”

      “Hey, you don’t know that. Now that we think the Triads are involved, they could be the reason behind all of this. Po Po could be speaking the truth: Peng could have nothing do to with his brother’s death or that other body, and lastly, this puts the gang back on the hook for your husband’s murder. You could have the connection between them and Peng’s murder that you were missing the first time around.”

      “I realize that, but how did the bodies get into the building?” I threw my hands up. “I still find it hard to believe that Peng wasn’t aware of it. No matter how you slice it, it’s hard not to see him as an accessory to the crime.”

      “Yes, but now we’re working on a new premise. Whoever put those bodies in the building also took them from the lab.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ears. “Okay, let’s say Peng finds out after the fact that there are bodies in the building, and he somehow finds out one of them is his estranged brother. He now becomes a loose end.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So they get rid of my husband.”

      “Right,” Leslie said. “Now the only person left who knows about the bodies in the building is the person who put them there.”

      “The plan was perfect until demolition began.”

      “Prompting this person to get rid of the bodies once and for all.”

      “You know what I really think is the reason for stealing the remains?” I asked as I leaned back in my chair.

      Leslie raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

      “Someone doesn’t want the identity of those victims to be revealed. That could really be what’s driving all of this. Maybe the identity of the bodies—wait, strike that—the identity of the second body is what can hurt the killer. Not the fact that the bodies were found.”

      A smile grew on Leslie’s face. “Hmm, that’s interesting. I didn’t look at it that way. It could explain why they did nothing when we found the first body.”

      “And like I said before, maybe they really didn’t anticipate the second body being discovered.”

      “I’m liking this theory more and more. Nothing gets past you, does it?”

      I waved her off. “Please, we feed off of each other. I’m your sounding board. This is your case, not mine.”

      “You know what I like about Ms. Abby Kane?”

      “Nope. Why don’t you tell me, Ms. Leslie Choi?”

      “Well, besides the fact that you left your position, allowing me to swoop right in and snag it, along with the significant pay raise that came with it…”

      “Yes,” I said struggling to keep a straight face. ”Do tell.”

      Leslie’s grin widened. “It’s your genuine and selfless friendship.”

      I could feel the tears welling in my eyes and my face tighten.

      “Wait, don’t cry yet. You have to say something nice about why I’m a good friend.”

      I relaxed my face, placed a hand on the table and drummed my fingers. “You mean now, right?”

      Her eyes widened. “Yes, now!”

      “Okay, um… Ooh, the pressure…Um, let’s see… Well…” I scratched my head.

      “You’ve got six more seconds of enjoying my raw honesty before I take back what I said.” Leslie scrunched her nose and held up a clenched fist.

      “All right, all right. Seriously, you’re the sister I never had. I can’t imagine you not in my life.” I stuck my pinky finger out. “Sister friends for life.”

      Leslie hooked her pinky around mine. “Sister friends for life.”

      “Okay,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Now that we’ve lightened the mood, let’s catch the sonofabitch responsible for tarnishing Peng’s name.”
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      The plan was for Leslie and me to head over to Liu’s apartment and question Po Po again. The hiccup? I didn’t want the kids to tag along. Ryan mostly. I already thought he suspected something was going on. Sooner or later he would start asking questions, and I wasn’t ready to answer them just yet.

      “Abby, I can go to Liu’s by myself. It’s not a big deal. I mean, it is my case,” she said with a cheeky smile.

      “I know, but I’m worried about Po Po.” I took a seat in the chair near the desk.

      Leslie rolled her eyes. “Please. Po Po could watch a ninja punch a hole into someone’s chest, and rip their bloody beating heart out, and she wouldn’t blink an eye.”

      Just then Ryan walked into our suite, scrunching his nose and rubbing his eyes. “Who’s ripping hearts out?” he asked.

      I’ll admit, Leslie’s choice of analogies surprised me. “No one, sweetie. Get ready and please make sure your sister is getting ready too.”

      Once Ryan stepped out of earshot, I turned to Leslie and playfully raised my left eyebrow into a sharp arch. “Ninjas? Bloody beating hearts? You really need to get a life.”

      “Excuse me, I have a life…when I’m not busy.”

      “Oh yeah? All right, when’s the last time you had sex?” I crossed my legs and leaned back, tapping my fingers on my knee.

      “What?”

      “Come on. Let’s hear it.” I snapped my finger impatiently.

      “I get sex. I’ll have you know I had dinner—dated this guy, um…for a few weeks— months ago.”

      “Mmmm, hmmm.” I peered into Leslie’s eyes and alternated arching my eyebrows. “What’s his name?

      “Um, it’s, ah…Roberto. He was Italian.”

      “Is that the name you gave your hand?” I held mine up and wiggled it while doing my best to choke back my laughter.

      Leslie tilted her nose up and looked off to the side. “I like my hand. He knows exactly what I like.”

      “Why do you like your hand, Aunt Leslie?”

      Neither of us noticed Ryan enter the room again.

      “I thought I told you to make sure your sister is getting ready,” I said, trying not to laugh.”

      “She’s ready.”

      Just then, Lucy appeared, properly dressed with her hair brushed.

      “Oh, okay. Well, today I have a different plan for you two. The hotel has these neat day programs for kids. Lucy, I thought I could sign you up for Chinese doll-making class.”

      Ryan made another face. “Doll making?”

      “That’s just for your sister. You, young man, will get the class that covers marine life in the bay.” I pointed toward the large span of water between Kowloon and Hong Kong Island.

      Leslie said she had calls to make and that she would wait in the room while I went downstairs and got the kids squared away. It didn’t take long to sign them up with the program director, a young woman with way too much enthusiasm for my taste. Within twenty minutes, I had handed my children over to the smiling woman and walked back to the elevators.

      Just as I stepped into the elevator and the doors closed, my cell phone rang. The number was local. Must be Po Po.

      “This is Abby.”

      “Abby!” It was Liu. “They take her, Abby,” she blurted. “She’s gone.”

      “Wait, slow down, Liu. Who took who?”

      “They come into my apartment and take Ethel. She’s gone.”

      I kept my voice low and spoke slowly to help keep her calm. “Liu, tell me exactly what happened?”

      “Two men. I never see them before. They break my door and⁠—”

      “Liu? Liu? Are you still there?”

      I pulled my phone away from my ear and looked at the screen. I had no service. Stupid elevator! My eyes shot to the bank of floor numbers. We had just passed the sixth floor, ten more to go. Dammit! Time seemed to stop at that instant as my eyes followed the numbers as they lit up.

      Seven.

      Eight.

      Nine.

      Ten.

      Eleven.

      And then the elevator stopped on the twelfth floor. Crap! The doors opened to reveal housekeeping with a large cart. No way, lady. “Sorry.” I held up a hand, stopping her from entering. I jabbed my forefinger at the Close Door button. Come on. Move! I pressed it a half a dozen times and uttered more swear words than I’d like to admit. I must have looked like a lunatic.

      I stood there, tapping my leg and gritting my teeth as I willed the elevator to move faster. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, we reached the sixteenth floor. I called Liu back as I made a beeline to my suite. After the third ring, she picked up.

      “Liu, I’m sorry. I was in an elevator. Listen, we’re coming to you right now. Calm down. Everything will be all right.”

      I disconnected the call just as I walked back into the room. “Leslie, we need to go. Po Po’s missing.”

      “What?”

      “I just received a call from Liu. Some men broke in her apartment and took her. Can you put a call in and see if there’s a patrol car near Liu’s apartment?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      She dialed a number on her cell phone, and I grabbed my purse. Within seconds, I had slammed the hotel door behind us, and we were hurrying toward the elevator.
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      By the time we fought through Hong Kong’s notorious morning commute, a patrol car had already arrived at Liu’s apartment, and the officers were inside with her. I exited Leslie’s SUV and hurried inside.

      “Liu, are you okay?” I asked as I gave her a hug.

      “Yes, I’m okay, but Ethel… I’m worried.”

      I sat down with Liu on the small couch. Leslie entered the apartment and had a brief conversation with the officers.

      “I asked them to knock on doors and question the neighbors,” Leslie explained to me as the officers headed out the door. She brought one of the chairs at the kitchen table over to us and took a seat.

      I nodded at Leslie and then turned back to Liu. “Tell us everything. Start from the beginning.”

      “We were sleeping. I was in my room. Ethel was on the couch.”

      Liu explained that a loud noise had woken her, and she heard male voices. When she came out of her room, she saw two men holding Po Po by her arms and hurrying her out the door.

      “I tried to stop them, but they made her get into a black car and drove away.”

      “And you didn’t recognize the men? Were they wearing masks?” Leslie asked.

      “No mask. I never see them before.”

      Leslie pressed Liu for as many details about the way the two men looked: facial hair, any noticeable tattoos, a guess of their height and weight, and other biometric details. Liu had already told her that the vehicle was a black, four-door luxury sedan, possibly an early-model BMW.

      Leslie went ahead and alerted HKP regarding the abduction and then fed the details we learned to the officers outside, who were still talking to the neighbors. In the meantime, I pressed Liu harder on what happened.

      “Liu, are you telling me everything you know? And I’m not talking about what happened this morning, I’m talking about everything that’s happened so far—the bodies in Peng’s building and Rong’s death. Those men took her for a reason. If you care about your friend, you’ll tell me what you know or at least what you suspect.”

      Liu let out a heavy breath, and her shoulders drooped. She brought her hands up to her face and cried softly. I leaned in and gave her a gentle hug. “Don’t worry, we’ll find her. Trust me, we will.”

      Just then, Leslie walked back inside. “Okay, I issued alerts for HKP to look for an older-model, black luxury sedan, possibly a BMW or a Mercedes, with an elderly lady and two young men. If they’re still on the road, there’s a good chance we’ll spot them. They can’t be traveling that fast with all that traffic out there.”

      “Excuse me,” Liu said. She stood up and shuffled to the bathroom and closed the door behind her.

      “Were you able to get anything else out of her?” Leslie asked.

      I shook my head. “She’s too frazzled right now. She knows more though. They both know more than what they’re letting on.”

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Triads. It’s the only possible explanation.”

      “I agree with you. This smells like them.”

      Just then, Leslie’s cell phone rang. “Choi speaking. You did? Okay, good job. Find him!”

      Leslie disconnected the call and pocketed her phone. “That was Lee. Remember the tattoo Dr. Fang noticed on one of the masked men? We got a hit. That tattoo belongs to a man named Fai Wu. He’s associated with the Wo Shing Wo Triads.”

      “I knew it.” I slapped my thigh with my hand. A sense of relief washed over me. Every bad thought I’d had up until then regarding Peng seemed to flow away. I knew he was a good man. The Triads are behind all of this.

      Leslie’s phone beeped, and a few seconds later, we were looking at a picture Lee had sent of Fai. “He looks like a son of a bitch,” Leslie remarked.

      Fai had a flat, wide nose, bushy eyebrows, deep-seated eyes, and a thick neck. He resembled a bulldog.

      “Should be easy to spot, given his appearance,” she added.

      I walked over to the bathroom and knocked on the door. “Liu, is everything okay?”

      A few seconds later, the door cracked open and she slipped out. Her eyes were red, but she had composed herself. “I’m fine.”

      “Liu, we want to show you a picture.”

      I led her over to Leslie, and she showed her Fai’s picture. Liu’s eyes shot open. “This the man who take Ethel.”

      I looked at Leslie. “I think it’s time we pay a visit to our favorite bar and talk to a certain Triad.”
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      Leslie screeched her SUV to a stop outside the Bullet. Before she could shut off the ignition, I had both feet planted on the pavement. I marched toward the entrance of the bar with my fists clenched and jaw tight.

      “Abby, wait for back up. They’ll be here any second,” she called from behind me.

      I heard her, but at that moment, I wanted nothing more than to wrap my two hands around Jo’s skinny neck and choke the living crap out of him, or at least shake a few answers from him. I gave the door a forceful push, sending it crashing into the wall and grabbing the attention of everyone inside. Conversation ceased, and all eyes fell on me.

      I spotted Jo in the booth farthest to the back and headed straight for him. About seven steps later, one of his men stepped into my path and held up a hand to stop me. Wrong move. I throat-punched the guy and sent him reeling back, choking on his own saliva.

      Another Triad member stood and reached into his leather jacket, but Leslie was on it. “I wouldn’t do that,” she said as she pointed a Sig Sauer P250 pistol at his face. “I got itchy fingers.”

      A beat later, an HKP tactical unit flooded the bar, and I continued toward Jo. Leslie and I had already agreed ahead of our arrival that our best approach would be to haul everyone over to headquarters and interrogate them.

      “Agent Kane, you have no jurisdiction here,” Jo said as he straightened up.

      “I don’t, but Inspector Choi does,” I said, approaching his table.

      Another one of his men stood to intercept me, but he waved him off.

      “Excellent move. Wouldn’t want to have to hurt more of your men.”

      “You always did have a smart mouth. So unsuitable for a woman.”

      “Always happy to disappoint you, Jo. Now tell me where she is?”

      “Tell you where who is?”

      I leaned forward and rested both hands on his booth’s Formica table. “Where’s my mother-in-law?”

      Jo pulled his head back and a look of confusion overcame his face. “How would I know?”

      “Your men took her.”

      “Is that so? I find that hard to believe since my men don’t do anything without my permission.”

      “She was staying with a friend when two men burst into the apartment, grabbed her, and shoved her into a car.”

      Jo shrugged and continued to play dumb. I removed my cell phone and pulled up the picture of Fai. “Her friend positively ID’d him as one of the men who took my mother-in-law.”

      He leaned forward and squinted. “Hmmm, yes. I believe he’s new. Perhaps he’s unaware of the protocol. I’ll be sure to have him undergo further training.”

      “You think this is a game? You think you run this town? You’re pathetic. You’re a scrawny little nothing. I know how you got this position. You kissed the most influential puckered eye.”

      Jo’s nostril’s widened as his gaze narrowed into dark slits.

      “You think I’m afraid of you?” I continued. “I’m unarmed. I dropped one of your men. I’m doing whatever I please inside your crappy little bar. You don’t scare me one bit.”

      Behind me, I could hear HKP handcuffing Jo’s men.

      “You’re making a big mistake,” Jo said evenly. I saw no signs of emotion on his face—solid rock.

      An hour and a half later, Jo and Leslie were in an interrogation room at HKP. Leslie sat on a plastic chair with skinny stainless steel legs. Jo sat opposite her on the other side of a small, rectangular wooden table. I stood on the other side of the glass partition inside the viewing room.

      Leslie leaned forward and rested an arm on the table. “We have surveillance footage that shows Fai assaulting Dr. Fang and leaving the building with the bones we pulled out of the building. We also have a witness that positively ID’d him as one of the men who took Ethel Yee. It’s very simple, Jo. Tell us where we can find Fai.”

      “As I told you both before, I have nothing to say.” He shrugged.

      “Did you order Fai to kidnap Ethel?”

      “No.”

      “Did you order him to steal the bones from the Medical Examiners Office?”

      “No.”

      “Tell me why I don’t believe you.”

      “How could I know the answer to that question?”

      “We have footage of your guy taking the bones and an eyewitness to him kidnapping Ethel Yee,” Leslie said. “Don’t play stupid. We all know your protocol. You not answering our questions is nothing more than an admission of guilt.”

      “You can call it whatever you want until my lawyer arrives. At that point, we’ll say goodbye because you have no reason to hold me here and I’m clearly not under arrest.”

      “You’re here to answer questions to help us to understand better why we should let you go,” Leslie said.

      “You will let me go because you have to, not because of anything I have to say.”

      Leslie went around in circles with Jo. He knew his rights and that he didn’t have to say anything, even with Leslie threatening to come down on his crew. Eventually she looked in my direction and, with her head, motioned for me to come inside.

      A smug smile stretched across Jo’s face when I entered the room. His hands were clasped, and he rested his arms on the table. “Ah, Agent Kane. I was wondering when you would appear again.”

      I pointed to the keloid scar on the top of his right hand. “Didn’t your old boss use the end of a cigar to burn that reminder into your flesh?” I prodded. “Means ‘obey,’ right? Something you should be doing right now.”

      The smile on Jo’s face disappeared, and his dark brown eyes shot upward, nearly disappearing under his eye socket. He didn’t move his head, but the rippling in his jaw told me my words had gotten to him.

      “I had already left Hong Kong, but I heard through the grapevine what Chan Liu had done to you. I knew Chan when he was the top enforcer, way before you came along. It surprises me that you succeeded him.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jo snapped.

      “Oh, is that so? Then why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “It is not my place to provide those answers.” His words slipped out through his gritted teeth.

      “Jo, HKP has already identified Fai as the one who attacked Dr. Fang and also kidnapped my mother-in-law. Where is he?”

      Jo took a deep breath. His facial features relaxed, and he sat back up. He appeared to have his emotions back under control. “As I said, I don’t know anything about it. If you find him, please let me know, as I too am interested in why he took those bones. Maybe they have monetary value if sold to a museum. Who knows? He’s a peculiar man.”

      We continued to question him for another thirty minutes, receiving only riddled answers in return. When his lawyer arrived, Jo’s smugness grew.

      “Don’t think you’re off the hook,” Leslie said to him as he stood and hefted his designer jeans. “If I find out you were lying to us, you won’t be able to make another move in this city without having my foot up your ass.”

      “This is all a misunderstanding. You’ll see,” Jo said as he turned toward the door. He stopped mid-pivot and looked back at us “And to prove that I harbor no hard feelings, I won’t demand an apology.”
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      It was clear to Leslie and me that Jo had something to do with Po Po’s abduction and the theft of the remains, but the fact of the matter was we couldn’t tie him to it. We knew only he could order the men in his crew to do something like that, but our suspicions and knowledge of the Triad inner workings simply wasn’t enough to keep him detained—and that smarmy little shit knew it. After Jo left, we stayed put in the interrogation room to figure out a plan.

      “We’ll put every man we can afford on Jo’s crew,” Leslie said. “Sooner or later, one of them will lead us to Fai. Hong Kong isn’t that big. We’ll find him, Abby.”

      “I know the force will make this a priority, but I still can’t help but worry. She’s an old woman. I’m afraid that all this trauma might—” I stopped, not wanting to verbalize what I had been thinking.

      “Abby, don’t forget who we’re talking about here. This is Po Po. That woman is solid as steel. It wouldn’t surprise me if she becomes a big pain in their butts.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. Po Po wasn’t one to take a back seat to anything. Not even me. Since I’d first met her, we tangled for control—two alpha-females jockeying for position. It was hard in the beginning when Peng and I married. I struggled to find my place. I should have been the dominant female in our home, but that was easier said than done. Eventually Po Po and I worked out an understanding. Sure, we still passively fought for control of the household to this day, but in the end she was family and I loved her—even if she was driving me to pluck more gray hairs from my head. The day one appeared in the pubic region, I’d be putting my foot down.

      “I hear the wheels in your head spinning,” Leslie said.

      “I’m thinking the Triads took Po Po because she knows something or has information. I honestly don’t think she’s in danger. They wouldn’t whack an old lady anyhow. She hasn’t told us everything she knows, and it’s clear the bodies are connected to the Triads.”

      “Perhaps they strong-armed Peng into letting them bury the bodies in his building.”

      “Possible, but…”

      “But you’re wondering if they took it a step further and did away with Peng?”

      I shrugged. “My answer is the same as before. Why wait until later to kill him if they wanted him to remain quiet. It’s not like them. They would have done it at that time.”

      “So they didn’t kill Peng, but why take Po Po?” Leslie shook her head. “I’m trying to make sense of all this, but it’s hard. Every time I try to take Po Po and Peng out of the equation or to figure out a rational reason for their involvement, it doesn’t work. Abby, I⁠—”

      “I know. They’re still somehow involved.”

      I glanced at my watch; it was nearly six in the evening. Before heading over to the Bullet earlier in the day, we dropped Liu off at the hotel to watch the kids after their classes. They still had no idea their grandmother was missing. I had given Liu explicit instructions to not tell the children until we had more information. Besides, I wanted to be the one to tell them. I called them to see how they were doing.

      “Where’s Po Po?” Lucy blurted into the phone, her voice filled with panic.

      Of course, Liu had ignored everything I said.

      “Why did those men take her?” she continued.

      “Calm down, sweetie. Mommy and Aunt Leslie are looking for her.”

      I heard a struggle over the phone and then Ryan’s voice. “Abby, what’s going on? Why was Po Po kidnapped?”

      I had to wonder if Liu had told the kids the minute she got there. “She hasn’t been kidnapped,” I lied. Technically, we hadn’t officially deemed it a kidnapping, and I didn’t want to escalate the situation with the children. “We think someone needed to speak with her about something important. Don’t worry. Everything is okay. Have you guys eaten yet?”

      “Yes, we ordered room service. I ate three grilled cheese sandwiches, and Lucy had cereal.”

      “Cereal? That’s it?”

      “No, she also had a brownie sundae.”

      Sheesh, it’s like the kids were left alone to their own devices. “What’s Liu doing?”

      “Watching TV.”

      “Okay, listen to me. No more grilled cheese sandwiches and ice cream or cereal for food. In fact, no more room service until I come back to the hotel. Got that?”

      “Yes. When are you coming back?”

      “Shortly.”

      “What if we get hungry before you come back?”

      The truth was, I wasn’t sure when I would return. “You can order the stir-fried veggies or the wonton noodles. Nothing else. That goes for both you and your sister.”

      There was nothing but silence on the other end of the line—possibly a mind at work.

      “Don’t test me, Ryan. I can easily find out what you two ordered.”

      “Okay, vegetables and noodles,” he said.

      No sooner had I pocketed my cell phone it rang again. I didn’t recognize the number.

      “Abby, it’s Ethel.”

      I frowned. She never, ever, used her real name with me. “Where are you? Are you okay?” I mouthed to Leslie that it was Po Po.

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry. You come get me.”

      “Where? I can come right now.”

      “I’m at 219 Cheung Sha Wan Road.”

      I wasn’t familiar with the address. I covered the phone with my hand and relayed the information to Leslie.

      “Are you sure?” she said with a quizzical look.

      I nodded. “Why?

      “I know that address. It’s a building in the Sham Shui Po district. The top three floors are where the Dragon Head of the Wo Shing Wo moved his headquarters. The six other floors are occupied by prostitutes working for the gang.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “You know him, Abby: Jack Woo,” Leslie continued. “He assumed the position a few years ago.”

      “He’s the Dragon Head now?”

      Jack Woo was the younger brother of Tony Woo, the Dragon Head while I worked for HKP and the man responsible for bringing the Wo Shing Wo into the forefront. Jack had been a deputy inside the organization at the time, but he always stood in the shadow of his older brother. While I’d had my run-ins with him, we had a cordial relationship with mutual respect. He wasn’t as hot-tempered as his brother. He understood that talking could accomplish results similar to those achieved by violence.

      “What happened to Tony?”

      “Died in a plane crash. The wreckage was never found.”

      What could the head of the Wo Shing Wo possibly want with my mother-in-law? I removed my hand from the cell phone’s receiver. “Po Po are you still there?”

      “Yes. You know the address?”

      “I do. We’re coming right now.”

      I heard a ruffling and muffled conversation on Po Po’s end. A few seconds later, another voice came on the line.

      “Hello, Abby. It’s been a long time.”

      I hadn’t spoken to Jack in years, but I recognized his voice as if our last conversation were yesterday.

      “It has been, Jack.” I widened my eyes at Leslie. “It’s a shame we’re meeting again under these circumstances.”

      “Oh, let’s not be so negative. The situation isn’t as dire as you think,” he said, his voice smooth.

      “You kidnapped my mother-in-law.”

      “We needed to talk.”

      “What, did you misplace your own phone? No wait, I know. You misinterpreted the phrase ‘sweep a woman off her feet.’ Have I got it right?”

      He chuckled. “Still feisty, I see. Ethel is fine. She hasn’t been hurt.”

      “If everything is fine, then why are you still holding her captive?”

      Leslie punched my arm for an update. I shook my head.

      “Captive. Kidnap. Those words are so aggressive. I prefer ‘guest’ or ‘visitor.’”

      “Jack, this small talk is annoying me. What do you want for her release?”

      “It’s not so much of a want but more of an assurance.”

      “Of what?”

      “Not over the phone. Come to the address that Ethel provided at nine p.m. sharp. Tell Inspector Choi that she and her men are not allowed to accompany you. You will come alone. If you bring a weapon or wear a wire, we’ll remove it from your body, so don’t bother. Is that clear?”

      I agreed and ended the call with Jack before relaying the details to Leslie. “I need to be there at nine. Alone. No weapon.”

      “You actually agreed to that? Why? I mean I know you and Jack have some history, but it’s not like you’re best buds. This guy is a cold-blooded criminal. He’s not to be trusted.”

      “How could I not? He has Po Po.”

      “Well, you’re not walking in there alone. We’ll figure out a plan in the event this jackhole does something stupid.”

      “I know you will, but you know what makes me think I don’t have anything to be worried about?”

      “What’s that?”

      “When I spoke with Po Po, she seemed calm and unaffected by the situation. It’s as if she went there of her own accord. And when I answered, she called herself Ethel and not Po Po. Something is strange about this whole thing. I just don’t know what it is.”
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      When I returned to the hotel, Liu and the kids were sitting at the table eating. A cursory glance showed me that Ryan had obeyed my orders. Either that or Liu had a say in ordering room service. They were dining on stir-fried veggies, rice, and steamed fish. No soda, only green tea and iced water.

      “Mommy,” Lucy shouted as she scooted off her chair and ran toward me. I bent at the knees with my arms open, bracing myself for the impact. I scooped her up into a hug while planting kisses all over her face. “Oh, you’re getting too heavy for this.”

      I lowered Lucy and walked over to Ryan, ruffling his hair as he chewed on a large mouthful. “How’s the fish?”

      He nodded and flashed me the okay sign as he swallowed.

      “Liu, how are you doing?”

      “I’m okay. Where’s Ethel?”

      “I spoke with her on the phone—nothing to worry about. I’m picking her up tonight at nine.”

      Liu’s nose crinkled at my casualness of the situation. I really didn’t want to divulge anymore of what had happened with the kids around. It was bad enough that Liu had already let the cat out of the bag.

      “She’s fine, Liu. I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it when you see her again.”

      I took a seat at the table, picked up Lucy’s chopsticks, and helped myself to the fish. “Would you mind staying with the kids until I bring her back? I asked

      She nodded before taking a sip of her tea.

      “Abby, can I go with you? You know, in case you need back up.” Ryan interlocked his fingers together and stretched them out away from his body, cracking his knuckles.

      “I think I’ve got everything under control, but I appreciate the offer, kiddo.”

      “Okay. Just so you know. I’m ready to help out.” He brought his bowl of rice to his lips and used his chopsticks as a shovel.

      He surprised me with his offer to help, and I felt pride wash over me. He was growing up and becoming more independent, more mature. He had been studying judo and kung fu for a few years. The discipline of both martial arts had done wonders for his confidence. He was no longer the shy, meek boy I had first encountered.

      When I was a little girl, my father cut me no slack, and he treated me like his son. No, really he did. My mother, the one who gave me my Chinese heritage, didn’t like any of it. She did her best to teach me the domestic duties she believed all Chinese daughters should master. Not much of it stuck. Probably explained my inferiority to Po Po in the kitchen.

      Anyway, my father taught me at a young age to fend for myself, to problem-solve, and to never, ever give up on a task. That tenacity had helped me throughout my career in law enforcement and much of my life in general. I liked to think I was instilling a lot of those virtues into Ryan. I may be a single mother, but I’m pretty sure I’m rocking the dad thing pretty darn well.

      To this day, I could still hear my father’s booming voice loud and clear. “Abby, you’re a Kane and you’re Irish. Those two things mean you don’t take shit from anyone. If I hear of this nonsense, I’ll be the one that shits on you.” Maybe it didn’t sound like it, but he meant well.

      I shoveled a few more mouthfuls of food into my face before pouring myself a cup of tea. I had two hours to kill before heading to the address where Po Po was being held. I decided the best thing I could do was not to stress too much about it. Instead, I devoted all my attention to the kids.

      Lucy showed me two Chinese dolls she had handcrafted. I was actually surprised by the amount of detail in the outfits. Ryan produced a notebook filled with illustrations he made of the sea life that flourished in the harbor. Both kids talked over each other in their excitement. I sat back with a smile on my face and basked in the glow of my family.
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      I arrived at 219 Cheung Sha Wan Road a little before nine. It had been years since I had been to that part of town. It was far enough away from the popular flea market that occupied the four blocks next to the Sham Shui Po MRT stop that tourists would never find their way that far in. Locals only.

      Most of the block consisted of residential buildings stacked next to each other like Lego bricks with storefronts occupying the ground floor. The facade of each building was made up of the butts of portable air conditioners and casement windows with an intricate web of jerry-rigged clotheslines covered with drying laundry.

      A few rats darted across my path; aside from that, I walked alone as the shops were closed for the day. The building I was looking for didn’t have a name, but that didn’t matter. Two Triads appeared from the shadows and greeted me quietly just outside the single-door entrance. They motioned for me to raise my arms and gave me a thorough pat-down. Convinced I had no weapons or a wire attached to my body, they escorted me inside.

      The elevator probably held four people max. The two men stood directly behind me, so I never got a solid look at their faces. They had the typical build of a Chinese male: skinny and about five foot seven. They were dressed in designer jeans and trendy button-down shirts. The smell of cologne permeated the metal container we rode in.

      We exited on the seventh floor and walked down a narrow hallway flooded with brutal fluorescent lighting. We passed a few doors marked with the services provided by the women who lived behind them. The studio apartments in this building were known as walk-ups. Essentially a man could walk up to any door and look at what was being offered. If the woman was busy, there would be a sign to say when to come back; if not, the lady would answer the door, and a physical inspection could be made. Organized prostitution in Hong Kong was illegal, but a woman working for herself wasn’t. So there were walk-ups in almost every district.

      We took the stairs up two floors, so I wasn’t clear on whether the floor in between was part of Jack’s headquarters. At the top of the stairwell was a small foyer housing a steel door guarded by two men. They were expecting us, as one of my escorts had called ahead on his cell phone. I noticed surveillance cameras recording our movements.

      On the other side of the door, I was greeted by a plush, open space lit by warm floor lamps direct from Ikea. Antique chairs and tables fashioned from teak wood made up a sitting area off to the left of the room, along with a fully stocked bar equipped with a granite counter and four tall chairs. The entire right side of the room was adorned with tinted floor-to-ceiling windows, allowing me a view of all of Kowloon. I could see Hong Kong Island sparkling in the far distance. Chinese paintings and vases completed the décor.

      We continued straight ahead toward double doors fashioned out of some sort of dark wood. The doors opened to a forty-by-forty-foot room. There were no windows, but carefully positioned candles on iron stands provided lighting. Traditional Chinese artwork consisting of landscapes and characters were painted on paper scrolls that hung on the wall. There was a floor table on the opposite side of the room and an array of colorful, silk sitting pillows surrounded it. Sitting with his arm resting on a leg bent at the knee and the other leg tucked underneath him was Jack Woo. He smiled at me as he rested his body weight on his left palm.

      “Welcome Agent Kane. Please have a seat,” he said, motioning to a pillow. Jack dismissed the two men before grabbing hold of a teapot and filling a small cup. “It’s oolong tea. Tieguanyin, to be exact. I was told it’s your favorite.”

      I sat cross-legged two pillows away from him and took a sip.

      We were quiet for a few moments, staring at each other while slurping our tea. Jack’s hair had gone completely gray since I last saw him, but he had aged gracefully. Still very much easy on the eyes, and he kept his physique fit. Not bad for someone his age. I had first encountered him when I was a newbie out of the academy. Over the years, I watched him beat our every attempt to prosecute him. Eyewitnesses would amazingly recant what they said or saw. In some cases, they would disappear, never to be seen again.

      Throughout that time, I had gotten to know Jack fairly well, thanks to my work in organized crime. Our relationship grew over the years. I watched him climb the ranks as he watched me do the same. Eventually, we cultivated a relationship. I never fully trusted the guy, but I realized working with him instead of against him was a better approach to keeping the violence in the city to a minimum.

      His brother, Tony, the Dragon Head at the time, was a loose cannon. No one in the department had a relationship with him, but through Jack, we were able to somewhat manage him. In the end, it was in both parties’ interests to work together. By the time I left the department, Jack had risen to Deputy, the second-highest position in the Wo Shing Wo. Now he was the Dragon Head, overseeing the largest Triad faction in Hong Kong.

      I cleared my throat. “Surely you didn’t ask me all the way over here to sample your tea.”

      “No, I didn’t.” He placed his cup on the table. “We should discuss the business at hand.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She’ll be here shortly. You should know I’m aware that you didn’t come alone as I had instructed.”

      “Leslie would have never allowed it. We have thirty minutes before she and her team advance. So if I were you, I’d put a clamp on the unnecessary small talk we still seem to be having and tell me what the hell is going on here.”

      “This is all a big misunderstanding. I didn’t kidnap Ethel. As I said earlier, we had some things we needed to discuss.”

      It had already become clear to me that Po Po didn’t appear to be in any sort of immediate danger. She was simply being held at Jack’s penthouse.

      “I’m really losing my patience with your ambiguous talk. So let’s start with the obvious question. Why did your men steal those skeletons from the coroner’s office? And don’t deny it like your underling Jo did. We have Fai Wu on video surveillance forcing Dr. Fang into the building and then leaving with the bones inside duffle bags. Are you responsible for putting those two bodies in the building? Is this a way to keep the identity of the bodies quiet? Are you responsible for the murder of my husband?”

      A smile formed on Jack’s face. “I knew the conversation would eventually steer to Peng’s death, but I didn’t expect it so soon,” he said. “I can tell you in all honesty, neither I, nor my men are responsible for your husband’s death. You have my word. But you should already know this because you investigated us years ago and found no connection.”

      “How can I believe you after all that has been revealed? My husband developed a building that contained two bodies embedded in the walls. We now have video footage of your men stealing those remains from the city morgue.”

      “Abby, you and I go back a long way,” he said, motioning with the hand. “We’ve always had a high level of respect for each other. Although you are no longer with HKP, I still consider you a friend. And I hope you also feel the same.”

      “We’ve already identified one of the bodies as Rong Yee, Peng’s brother.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of it. It’s a shame. But I do commend HKP on identifying Rong’s body. I understand the FBI is lending their help.”

      The fact that Jack knew the FBI was involved didn’t come as too much of a surprise since I had already learned earlier from the attack at Fang’s office that someone on the inside was feeding information to the Triads. “You seem to know a lot about something you claim is just a big misunderstanding. I’m guessing your concerns are with the identity of the other skeleton. That’s the big secret isn’t it—the reason for all of this?” I asked, gesturing broadly. “Does Po Po know who that skeleton is? Is that why you kidnapped her? Did you threaten her to keep her from revealing that information?”

      “That is no concern of yours, nor of the HKP’s.”

      “A dead body is of no concern to law enforcement?” I asked, crinkling my brow in exaggerated confusion.

      “I assure you this person was not an innocent victim. This is Triad business, and that’s all you need to know. So please convey this to Inspector Choi and tell her to stop her investigation.”

      “I can’t make Leslie do anything. I’m no longer her boss.”

      “But you have sway. This is in everyone’s best interest.”

      Just then, the door behind Jack opened, and Po Po entered the room.
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      I jumped to my feet and met Po Po with open arms. “I’m so happy to see you,” I whispered into her ear as I hugged her. I stepped back and looked her over. “Are you okay?”

      She patted me on the arm. “I okay.”

      I believed her. She didn’t seem to be experiencing any physical trauma or even to be bothered by the situation. Jack had spoken the truth. Po Po showed no signs of a victim held against her will.

      She calmly sat on a pillow next to me and proceeded to pour herself a cup of tea. I looked at both Jack and Po Po, and there seemed to be absolutely no animosity between the two. They even gave each other nod of acknowledgment. What the hell?

      Jack stood. “I’ve known Ethel for a long time. She’s a good woman. You’re lucky to have her in your life.” With that said, he exited the room through the same door Po Po had entered, leaving us alone and me to pick my jaw up off the floor.

      Po Po sipped her tea slowly and watched me as I stared at her, gathering my thoughts. I didn’t know where to start. I had a million questions queuing in my brain, all of them vying to be the first one asked.

      “Please tell me he was joking about you two knowing each other.” I said, figuring that revelation shocked me the most. Po Po and Jack were roughly the same age, so theoretically they could have known each other for a long time, but still I found the idea that they were acquaintances hard to swallow. I had spent a large part of my career keeping that man in line, someone who was apparently friends with my mother-in-law all along.

      “I know him long time,” she finally said. “I met Jack when Liu and I work at cabaret club. We were young. We wanted attention.”

      She said at the time she had no knowledge of Jack’s gang involvement, but men were constantly acknowledging him with head bows and bottles of whiskey. Some sent pretty women over to his table to entertain him. The Wo Shing Wo hadn’t existed back then, but I was sure he associated with some gang organization. It appeared that even in his twenties, Jack was destined to rise.

      “One night he ask me to sit at his table,” Po Po said. “But I only sit if Liu sit.”

      Jack had agreed to her requirement, and the club’s manager didn’t say a single word when the two newly hired cocktail waitresses left their duties to drink champagne and nibble on French chocolates with Jack. She said he was a perfect gentleman and was very pleasant to both of them all night. They had joined Jack at his table for the next three nights.

      “It was exciting. We had fun. Everybody in the club treated us special when we were with him.”

      I didn’t blame her. Po Po was barely twenty at the time. All this attention from someone as handsome and powerful as Jack would make any young lady swoon.

      After her third night of sitting at Jack’s table, Po Po said, he had asked her to go on a weekend getaway with him. He had business in Shanghai and wanted her to accompany him. I couldn’t believe my ears. Jack Woo courted Po Po?

      I finally broke my silence. “I’m guessing you went, right?”

      She nodded. “Sure,” she said. “He take me shopping, we eat at nice restaurants, and we stay in very nice hotel.”

      I quickly did the math. She would have traveled to Shanghai in the ’60s, during its cultural revolution. The Asian-Pacific War had long ended, and the city transformed into a financial and cultural hub of China. So far, I bought the story. I motioned for her to continue.

      Upon their return to Hong Kong, Po Po said, she stopped working at the club and so did Liu. One of the conditions Po Po required to be Jack’s girlfriend was that he not only take care of her but her best friend as well. He secured a large two-bedroom apartment for them to share and gave them each a generous monthly allowance. It was a whirlwind romance for the next six months.

      I expected the next words out of her mouth to be that it ended. Men like Jack rotate women in and out of their lives with a high degree of frequency. Oh, how wrong I was.

      “I get pregnant,” Po Po said, avoiding my eyes.

      Po Po had hit me with the one thing I could have never fathomed. “Wait. Rong, Peng’s older brother, is Jack’s son?”

      She nodded. “Now you know why he not the one to kill Rong,” she said, placing her teacup on the table.

      “What happened after you told him? Did he break off the relationship?”

      “No. We stay together.” She looked at me calmly. “After Rong born. I pregnant again.”

      Ka-boom! The mother of all bombs had dropped. Po Po’s words sparked a series of connections in my mind. Jack is Peng’s father, which makes him Ryan and Lucy’s grandfather, which means the man I had been tasked with putting away as an inspector with HKP was…family.

      I must have fainted because the next thing I knew I woke lying flat on my back with Po Po poking me in the arm.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I sat up, still reeling from the news. As hard as it was to accept, I knew this story wasn’t something she had spun for my amusement. There, of course, was one more major connection forming in my head. If Jack Woo was indeed Peng’s biological father, then he had been speaking the truth when he told me the Wo Shing Wo was not responsible for Peng’s murder.

      Po Po must have known what I was thinking. “Jack not kill Peng or Rong. He would not hurt his sons. This I believe.”

      She told me that shortly after Peng was born, Jack wanted to end the relationship but not for obvious reasons. He wanted to shield her and his two sons from the life he lived. He told her it would be better if he stayed away.

      “So he just left you alone with two young children to care for?”

      “He gave me money.”

      “Well, obviously it was a pittance because you raised Peng and Rong in public housing. You said you never had any money. That is the truth, isn’t it? Don’t tell me you fabricated living in the Shek Kip Mei housing complex in a small room with another family?”

      “No, that was the truth. I did it because I hurt and want to forget about Jack. I keep the money he send me every month. I only use a little bit. I also don’t want Peng and Rong to know about him.”

      “So they had no idea?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t talk to Jack for twenty years. We only spoke when Peng was killed. I ask him if he did it. He say no but he will try to find out who.”

      “And did he?”

      “He never say.”

      “What happened to the money he gave you?”

      “In the bank. I keep it for Rong and Peng, but now I keep for Ryan and Lucy.”

      “Exactly how much money are we talking about here?” I prodded.

      She shrugged. “A few million dollars. Maybe ten. Not sure. Jack give me money every month until Rong and Peng turn eighteen.”

      My head felt like a top spinning endlessly as I worked to comprehend the situation. “Did Liu know about all this? I mean, I realize she knew you were dating Jack.”

      “She know about everything.”

      Just then, Jack came back into the room. “It’s nearly twenty minutes. Don’t forget about your watchdog.”

      I glanced at my watch. I had lost track of time. “Come on, Po Po. Let’s go.” I stood and helped her to her feet. “We can continue this conversation later. Do you have any belongings here that you need to retrieve?”

      She shook her head before looking at Jack and giving him a slight head nod.

      “Abby,” Jack said, reaching out and stopping me, “I’m sorry about everything. I’m sure what you’ve learned tonight, is a lot to comprehend. But I need to ask you once again. Do we have an agreement on the other body? Will you leave it alone?”

      “Jack, I… Look, I’ll call off the FBI, but I can’t speak for Leslie. She’ll be privy to what I learned here tonight but you have to give it time to sink in. That’s all I can say right now.”

      Of course, I wouldn’t inform House until I knew whether the DNA profiles Fang provided matched any in the CODIS. If we didn’t get a hit, I would have ended the Bureau’s involvement anyway.

      He nodded. “I trust the right outcome for all parties involved will prevail,” he said, his expression void of any emotion.

      Even though there were times during my talk with Po Po where she had made me look at Jack differently, like a decent human being, I knew he was still the same violent and ruthless man I had always known him to be. His last words were nothing more than a veiled threat.

      I collected my cell phone from the man who had confiscated it earlier and quickly sent Leslie a text that Po Po and I were okay and coming out. We weren’t hurt, but the truth was, it felt like things had gotten worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The same two men who had escorted me up to Jack’s penthouse saw that Po Po and I made our way out without any unnecessary detours. Even with so much more to discuss, I kept my mouth shut. No need to continue our conversation in front of Jack’s men. I had to assume they both understood English, as most everyone in Hong Kong had a grasp of the language to some degree. Once outside, we found Leslie standing alone on the footpath in front of her SUV.

      Leslie gave Po Po a hug. “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” she said as she helped Po Po into the back of the SUV.

      I climbed in the front passenger seat and buckled up. Leslie got in a few seconds later, and we drove off. No one said anything for the next few minutes, but I could sense Leslie looking at me.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” I finally said, still staring out my window at the passing buildings.

      “Just start,” she said.

      I took a deep breath and summarized the story of Po Po’s love affair with Jack. She said nothing as I spoke. There was a period of silence when I finished. I guessed she understood my earlier comment about where to start—she struggled with her own response. Hearing that Jack Woo, the head of the notorious Wo Shing Wo, was Po Po’s lover and had fathered both of her sons…well, the tale doesn’t get any taller than that.

      “So he’s⁠—”

      “Peng’s father. And Ryan and Lucy’s grandfather. That’s correct. And no, he’s never had any contact with his grandchildren. And it will stay that way,” I said with conviction.

      “So does this mean he and his men are not responsible for Rong’s death? Because it seems from what you said that he’s practically admitting they are responsible for the other body and since both were buried within the building at the same time, it doesn’t quite jive.”

      “He did not kill Rong,” Po Po blurted, breaking her silence. “Jack would never hurt his son.”

      “That may be true,” I said, “but it doesn’t mean Rong didn’t cross another Triad and that person ended up killing him.”

      “Maybe the other body is the person responsible for Rong’s death,” Leslie said.

      “Those were my thoughts,” I said as my fingers lightly drummed the passenger-side armrest.

      “A cover-up,” Leslie said.

      “Yup. It also feeds into his remark about this being Triad business. That body has to be one of their own. If it were a person from a competing faction, they wouldn’t have bothered to go through such lengths to hide the body. This person had to be high enough in the organization or powerful enough. Jack being responsible for killing one of their own—it wouldn’t go over well with the others, no matter what the reason.”

      “Well, the Dragon Head before Jack was his older brother, Tony, who had reportedly died in a plane crash.” Leslie allowed her hands to leave the steering wheel briefly to make a pair of quote marks around “plane crash.”

      “I got ten bucks that says that second body is Tony.”

      “I’m there with you,” Leslie said with a quick glance my way. “Rong does something to anger Tony, who then has him killed. This in turn angers Jack, who probably already had an ambitious eye toward taking over the Wo Shing Wo. He orchestrates a hit that kills two birds with one stone: revenge and ascension to the top.”

      “Sounds completely plausible to me.” I crossed my legs. “I figure he stuck both bodies into Peng’s building, thinking it would be the perfect way to cover up his assassination of the boss.”

      “Now if we continue to follow this line of thinking, Jack can’t be responsible for Peng’s death. He wouldn’t kill his own flesh and blood. So that leaves Peng’s murder still unsolved.”

      I sighed. “Yes.”

      “And all of this information was given up for what?” Leslie asked. “What am I missing here?”

      “Po Po’s release was conditional. Jack wanted the investigation into the identity of the other body to stop. He wants me to call off the FBI, and he wants you to file the case as unsolved.”

      “What? Abby, I can’t⁠—”

      “Trust me,” I said, patting her arm gently. “I told him I couldn’t answer for you. But if you think about it, all you have now is a DNA profile. Surely he’s destroyed those bones by now. I realize you have video footage of his men stealing it. You can charge them with battery and theft and a few other infractions, but that’s it. I’m sure that’s something Jack can easily live with. Without the body, there’s nothing to identify. Even if you and I both ignored his request, how far do you think we can get? It was hard enough when you had possession of those bones. When Jack took them, he forever sealed the case shut.”

      “That’s not true. Jack practically admitted he was responsible for that second body. I can go after him with murder.”

      “Leslie, who did he murder? With no body, how do you cobble together a case?”

      I didn’t want to tell Leslie how to do her job, but it was clear to me the case was dead. I wasn’t thrilled. I still walked away without answers to my husband’s murder. I had honestly thought there might be enough to seriously pursue it. I thought all of these new revelations would unlock a missing piece. Whatever delusional hope I had about finally solving my husband’s murder had been dashed that night.

      After a few quiet minutes, Leslie piped up. “Everything you said is right, and I hate it. However, there’s still one thing that bugs me. If Jack and his men weren’t responsible for Rong’s death, how did he end up in the building with the other body?”

      I shrugged. “Well, if Tony Woo had indeed ordered Rong’s hit, and Jack found out about it and killed him shortly after, he would need to hide his body. Jack probably kept tabs on both of his sons. If that’s true, he would have known Peng was constructing a building and figured he’d take advantage of it. Maybe as a way to disgrace Tony, he buried him alongside Rong. Peng might have never known those bodies were buried in the foundation of that building.”

      I turned to Po Po in the backseat. “Do you have any idea how Rong’s body ended up in that building at that same time with the other body?”

      She shook her head.

      “Look, Leslie, if you want to continue pressing Jack for answers, I respect that. But I’m putting a stop to the Bureau’s involvement if we don’t get a hit on the DNA profiles.”

      “I understand. I’m still not sure what my next steps are.”

      “Right now, the only people privy to this information are you, Po Po, and me. Opening up the circle is your call.”

      We rode the rest of the way back to the hotel in silence. My thoughts were filled with the dark family secret that had been revealed. I was sure Leslie’s were consumed with the case and how to proceed. As for Po Po, I couldn’t be sure, but I believed she was the one most content with what had happened that night. She had kept those secrets for most of her life. I had to image it was actually a relief to be free of that burden, to have someone else besides Liu to talk about it with. But then again, after all those years, it had probably become a distant memory—until the trip.

      I supposed we were all affected by the truth in different ways. I could only wonder if there was more to learn or if what we had come to know would have further repercussions down the line.
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      There was one thing that Po Po and I agreed upon that night as we rode the hotel elevator up to our floor: we wouldn’t tell Ryan and Lucy anything—at least not before I had time to process whether there would be any foreseeable ramifications. Honestly, I wasn’t sure spilling the beans would do them any real good. In fact, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t. How would revealing the past, a past that happened before they were even born, bring any positivity into their lives? Would it better their situation? I couldn’t think of any reason it would.

      However, there was one thing that I had to come to grips with: lying. Telling the truth had always been a no-brainer for me; even tiny little white lies bothered me. Sure I’d told them. Who hadn’t? But ultimately, I liked knowing the truth and I liked telling it. Maybe that was why I choose a career in law enforcement. There was never a gray area for me when it came to right and wrong. But this situation…well, it was one of the few times I found myself conflicted. Living with this family secret would bother me. Maybe over time I would feel differently. I might even forget about it, like Po Po had.

      As far as she was concerned, she wasn’t. She had kept this secret from the kids their whole lives so far, and it wasn’t a problem for her to continue. “What you do after I die is up to you,” she told me.

      Maybe Po Po had a point, that being wrong was the right thing to do. For her, it wasn’t about lying; it was about protecting. The truth can magnify the problem. This was an underlying theme in Asian culture, a driving force in saving face. Why hurt someone if you didn’t have to? Why embarrass someone if you could avoid it? Why not simply lie for the betterment of all parties involved? Keep the peace instead of instigating a war.

      There was still the outstanding issue of Peng’s murder. I spent that night revisiting all the new information I had learned and came to the decision that there simply wasn’t enough there to reopen his case. My initial feeling about talking to the Chans had subsided after learning about Po Po’s relationship with Jack Woo. The Chans were telling the truth. They might be foul human beings, but they weren’t responsible for Rong’s death or Peng’s.

      There were some unanswered questions still floating around in my head, but none of it would bring me any closer to finding my husband’s murderer. I believed Po Po when she said Jack wouldn’t do anything to hurt his sons. She loved Peng as much as I did. If she was fine with Jack’s answer, then why shouldn’t I be?

      I may never find out who murdered my husband, but I could always take solace in the fact that as an FBI Agent, I could right a wrong for another person. And that was definitely something I could happily live with.

      We still had two full days in Hong Kong before returning to San Francisco, and believe it or not, it turned out to be two wonderful days. No drama. No calls from Leslie to tell me something in person, though we did have one last lunch with her before we left. She mentioned to me that she was leaning heavily toward filing the case as unsolved. “No body, no case” That was the driving force.

      By the time we settled in on our flight home, the whole family was ready to return to the Bay Area. Lucy was eager to see her friends at school. Ryan missed training at the dojo. I imagined Po Po couldn’t wait to get back into the kitchen and resume her fight for control of the household. As for me…well, I just looked forward to sleeping in my own bed again. You know that feeling, right?

      We found our house still standing, not that I expected anything bad to have happened. I did monitor the local news while we were away. Aftershocks continued for about a week after the quake, which isn’t uncommon, but their strength diminished over that period.

      A few days after returning home, I received an email from Leslie. She had heard back from the Bureau, nothing in their database matched with the DNA profiles sent over by Fang. She had also requested Jack provide his DNA so she could at least confirm if that second body was Tony Woo. He refused. Even if she could prove it was his brother, she had no proof that Jack was responsible for putting him in that building.

      In the end, she filed the Missing Mummy case away as unsolved. However, she was able to track down Fai and charge him with every infraction she could think of. “I’ve got to make someone pay for all this running around,” she had written. I laughed. She would have no problem making the charges stick. I wrote her back and told her that was exactly what I would have done.

      In many ways, Leslie and I were very much the same person—except I didn’t feel the need to give my hand a name. It was probably the reason we got along so well and why she easily picked up where I left off. The OTCB was in excellent hands, and the Triads would continue to be managed by HKP.

      I heard from my father upon their return to Harbin. I debated on whether or not to clue him in on what had happened in Hong Kong. In the end, I decided against it. No good would come out of it. Instead, I told him about all the fun things we did. “You should bring the kids to Harbin for the ice festival,” he said. “They’ll love it. And if you’re too busy, send them alone. Your mother and I can watch after them just fine.”

      Po Po and the kids had only met my parents once. It was at my wedding. However, there had been plenty of video chats since then. Knowing my father, I worried a little about how the kids would adapt to life under his roof. I’d never seen two more well behaved children than those two when they were video chatting with him. His physical presence alone was enough to strike fear in most, but underneath all that gruffness was a gentle, loving, “ask you once and never twice” man.

      Hmmm, maybe I should send the kids off to boot camp.
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