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From the moment we met,
we knew our lives would never be the same.
He saved my life,
and she saved mine.
We are destined,
but we know it won’t be easy.
Even though we have every reason to stay apart,
we’ll risk it all to be together.




CHAPTER ONE


Not quite dawn. New York City never slept, but New York detectives and doctors did.


In Greenwich Village, entwined in each other’s arms, Catherine Chandler and Vincent Keller dreamed of mountains, and a cottage, and a dog—a small dog, since big ones weren’t quite as fond of Vincent as Cat was.


Vincent’s two brothers played tag football in the front yard, and Catherine’s mother and father sat on the porch, paging through a photo album of Cat and Vincent’s wedding. But in the gossamer way of dreams, time was an illusion, and the wedding was taking place beneath a glorious canopy of red roses and ivory sweet alyssum, and tiny nosegays of white baby’s breath tied with lace.


Maids of honor Tess Vargas and Heather Chandler wore oyster-colored tea-dresses of antique lace, and like the groom, best man J.T. Forbes had on a tux. Luminous in a strapless white satin gown and a veil crowned with a freshwater pearl tiara, Cat carried a red rose bouquet. Around her slender neck, she wore a pearl choker centered with her mother’s chimera pendant.


Golden wedding rings caught the sunlight; then Vincent and Catherine were pronounced husband and wife. At last, heaven on earth.


Lift me up…


Vincent cupped Cat’s face and she molded her hands over his. More velvety than rose petals, their lips touched. It was the second best day of their lives. The best: that morning back in the warehouse, when they’d first met.


Come with me…


In New York City, Cat nearly woke from sheer joy; then Vincent’s arms wound round her as she settled her head on his chest, and his steady heartbeat lulled her back to sleep.


Vincent smelled Catherine’s hair, her skin, and, reassured that she was really there, held her as he dozed. A smile softened the hard angles of his face. Bliss, utter bliss, so dearly won.


Their love had been sorely tested; now, precious and adored, Catherine and Vincent married in the mountains, with family, and their little dog, on a day shining with rainbows. Their union was their pot of gold, their triumph.


Surrender to the afterglow…


But which one of them had dreamed the dream?


* * *


Further out of the city, Tess Vargas rose from J.T. Forbes’s bed, began to dress for the gym, and thought, That cop is coming from L.A. soon. Tofu head. Cat is going to kill me. J.T. stirred and Tess looked down at him with a pang. They had moved from the first thrill of romance to the calmer, more complicated long haul of a relationship. She just wasn’t sure they had what it took. Wasn’t sure she did. Maybe there was a reason for her less than stellar record with men. She thought of Joe Bishop, her old boss and former married boyfriend, and winced as she strapped on her watch and grabbed up her towel and water bottle. What a disaster, her affair with Joe. Had she gone crazy for a time back then?


She was nuts about J.T., but did their relationship make any more sense than that?


Courtesy of the door that anxiety had opened, the details of her day began to creep into her mind: trying to solve the string of horrible murders, possibly beast-related. Six so far. The mayor and the city were screaming for action. She was the newest precinct captain, so guess who was getting thrown under the bus because of the lack of results?


Well, hey, at least Cat would understand about Yoga Cop. Maybe.


Yeah, after she kills me, Tess thought.


She leaned down to kiss J.T.’s cheek, hesitated, straightened, and left.


* * *


After Tess closed the door behind herself, J.T. opened his eyes, giving up all pretense of slumber. Truth? He hadn’t slept in hours. He’d watched Tess toss and turn.


Just now, he’d known she was getting dressed but he’d kept his eyes closed because he didn’t know how to talk to her anymore. It wasn’t going well between them, and he didn’t know why. His experience with women was extremely limited. Face it, he was rusty. For over a decade, he had poured everything he’d had, mentally and emotionally, into keeping Vincent safe. Now his best friend had emerged from his cocoon, but J.T. hadn’t fully emerged from his. Sara, the assistant chair of his department and briefly his girlfriend, had never forgiven him for bailing on meeting her parents. She’d seen right through his fake coughing fit. It wasn’t his no-show that had made her so angry. It was that he had lied straight to her face. But how could he have told her it was a beast emergency?


The last time he and Tess had kind-of sort-of discussed their relationship, Tess had accused him of backing off. He thought she was the one who was being distant. They seemed to be caught in an outward spiral now, moving farther and farther away from each other.


Was she just about to kiss me goodbye… and then didn’t?


Since his eyes had been closed, he didn’t know.


He sat up and put his hand on her side of the bed. Her body heat was gone. He looked around forlornly. When Tess wasn’t in his apartment, it felt so empty.


But sometimes it felt even emptier when she was there.


* * *


In the Bronx, an old man woke and checked the calendar. Today was the day. Maurice Riley began to cry. He had started nearly every day with a deep, pervasive grief since his daughter’s death. But only recently had he met the morning in tears. It was the not knowing how, or why. Line of duty, they had said. But the letter he had recently received told a different story.


A horror story.


If answers brought justice, as the letter promised, then he wanted them. But if not… could he live with the truth?


I won’t have to worry about living with anything for too long.


The doctors had given Mr. Riley six months to live.


* * *


Across from Aliyah Patel’s bedroom, a monster prowled.


It had been shambling on the loading dock of the abandoned warehouse across the street for what seemed like her whole life. It was as tall as a gorilla and it growled like a tiger and its shadow flickered on her wall, merging with her drawings of houses with apple trees and threads of smoke rising from the chimneys, and a mommy and daddy in heaven, with wings and halos and happy faces. The silhouette pulsed like a heartbeat, vanishing and reappearing. Its arms made swimming motions and it had claws, not fingers, that sliced at the shadows over and over again, cutting the night apart.


The monster was looking for something.


Not, not something. Someone.


Looking for her, Aliyah Patel, eight years old, an orphan who lived with her Aunt Indira.


Hunched, huge. It was fast, busy. Seeking. Hunting. Because she was bad, and Aunt Indira had warned her many times that the boogeyman would get her if she didn’t shape up.


Aliyah quaked in her bed, sheets pulled tightly up to her chin. Her large brown eyes welled as she held her breath and crossed all her fingers and then her thumbs to remind herself not to make a sound. That was what she did when Aunt Indira needed a break. It was really bad if Aunt Indira didn’t get her breaks.


But not as bad as this.


It was still growling on the loading dock. It didn’t sound like a tiger anymore. Aliyah didn’t know what it did sound like. She had never heard a noise like this, not even in a scary movie. Not even in a nightmare.


She had more nightmares than people realized. She was sorry she was such a handful. That she made Aunt Indira’s life a living hell. That she hadn’t come as advertised—a sweet, good little girl. She understood why there was hitting.


It could see through her wall. Aliyah just knew it could. Just like Aunt Indira could see with eyes in the back of her head. She was always catching Aliyah doing bad things, like stealing cheese slices. It was just that she got so hungry.


She tried to breathe. She couldn’t move. She was pretty sure her heart had stopped beating. She was getting dizzy; the room was spinning.


Her eyelids fluttered. Lie still. Lie still.


She watched the shadow. There! There it was!


No, it was gone again. Or else it was invisible.


It was still looking for her. She knew it. Could feel it.


She knew how to become invisible, too. It was her superpower and sometimes it kept her from getting in trouble. Not often, but when it did work, that was great. She took a breath and activated it. To remain invisible, you had to be quiet as a mouse. You had to look down. You had to not break things or say you were hungry. You also had to tell the people at the hospital that you fell.


Something scraped against the wall of Aliyah’s building. She jerked hard, her gasp yanking her upward. She forced away a whimper as her bed springs creaked.


She had given herself away. Now it would know she was in here.


Her heart knocked hard against her chest. It beat so fast that it hurt. She was dizzier than ever, reeling, spinning. She couldn’t make herself push out the old air filling her lungs. It was like being trapped underwater beneath a sheet of ice, suffocating on her own fear.


If she called out for Aunt Indira; if she just screamed—


Would she get in trouble?


It didn’t matter anyway. She couldn’t make a sound. Fingers all crossed, thumbs too, and now toes curled. She tried to shut her eyes but they wouldn’t stay closed. First rule of invisibility: If you can’t see them, they can’t see you.


But her eyes wouldn’t stay closed. She was too scared. Because if you can’t see them, you don’t know when they’re coming after you.


Her lids fluttering, she burrowed into the corner of her bed, forgetting about the nightstand and the plastic water bottle and the ballerina lamp. The water bottle fell over and rolled onto the floor.


The silhouette of a head loomed on the wall. Now she’d done it. Now it would be sure that she was there.


The head moved left, right, then straight ahead. It was looking in.


Then it looked down.


Tears slid from the corners of her eyes and she bit her lower lip to keep herself from whimpering. It wouldn’t be able to see her. Unless it could see in the dark. Maybe it was there because she was so bad. She broke things. She made noise. She was such a hassle.


The window rattled.


I don’t mean to be bad. I try to be a good girl.


She bit down hard to keep herself from crying. Blood beaded on her lower lip.


Rattle, rattle, rattle.


I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll never steal cheese slices again.


She should call out for her aunt.


Call. I can call on my phone. They are always telling me press 911 for help if I need it.


Her phone was on her nightstand. That would be better. She wouldn’t bother Aunt Indira. Except that some things were private and if you told there was hell to pay. But this was different. Even she knew that, and she was so stupid she didn’t even know how to count to one hundred by tens.


To get the phone, first she had to uncross her fingers and thumbs. Then she had to snake her hand up toward the nightstand.


She couldn’t make herself do it. She lay still fighting for air.


Silence.


Then beside the window, the picture of her dead mommy slid to the floor and crashed as the glass shattered. She jerked, then squeezed her fingers together to make the crosses tighter. She couldn’t manage one little whimper.


Rattle.


Rattle.


Rattle.


Silence.


She would do something. She would grab the phone or bolt out of bed or scream. But to do any of those things, she would have to stop being invisible and that might be her worst idea and Lord knew she didn’t have a lick of common sense. So she would count to one hundred before she decided.


If she could remember all the tens’ places. First was ten and then was twenty…


She got to thirty before the window exploded.




CHAPTER TWO


THE BRONX


Cat killed the engine and put her keys in her pocket. By then, Vincent was already out of the squad car, waiting for her in the snow. Stunning in his black suit and navy blue tie, his black wool calf-length coat hung open as it stretched across his broad shoulders. Like her, he wore a muffler around his neck and his short brown hair was covered with a black knitted cap. Her own cap was teal blue with a crocheted beaded flower; not really to her taste, but it had been the first thing she’d grabbed because they’d been bordering on late. Heather had persuaded her to buy it during a Saturday morning of sisterly bonding over coffees and vintage shopping. She planned to take it off before they met Maurice Riley. It was too frivolous for this solemn occasion.


They’d both awakened with smiles on their faces, then laughed at Heather’s flurries of fabrics and feathers as Cat made the coffee and Vincent cooked breakfast. Heather was attending Silverado Academy of Design as a fashion design major. She was also working part-time as an events coordinator again. Each of her activities came with lots of stuff that she left out in the living room and/or her bedroom because she was “in process.” Creating was interesting. Cleaning up afterwards? Not so much.


The chaos of Cat’s apartment matched the chaos in their lives: A new kind of monster was terrorizing New York City. There had been six fatal maulings in as many weeks; savage, brutal, inhuman. Beast. It had to be. And yet Vincent had been at a loss to track it down, much less describe what new kind of atrocity had been created… and by whom. He had visited each crime scene and engaged his tracking senses, waiting for sensory details to emerge, meld together, and form a crystal-clear image of the event. In each of the six cases, that image had not come. Neither Cat nor Vincent knew what to make of that, and it was beyond troubling. The implications were too terrible to imagine: It was either a different kind of beast that he was unable to detect, or maybe Vincent’s beast abilities were changing—leaving him defenseless against the new threat. True, they had grappled with faceless enemies before. But this was like Muirfield on steroids.


J.T.’s tests had come back negative for biological alterations in Vincent’s own system. The biochemist assured them that Vincent was still Vincent. But what if J.T. simply couldn’t measure a new mutation in Vincent’s physical makeup?


Meanwhile, the island of Manhattan was up in arms, complaining about the lack of results from the NYPD. There were protests and demonstrations every day, people gathering in Central Park and in front of the 125th precinct with signs that read SAVE OUR CITY and TERRORISTS AMONG us? There was talk of vigilante justice and how someone had to do something because the cops were useless. It was scary talk.


A call came in from Tess.


“Good morning, boss,” Cat said into the phone as she got out of the squad car. Her own boots crunched on dirty snow. New York in January was days of brown and gray slush alleviated by powdery snowfalls as white as sugar. She hoped it snowed again soon.


“We’ve got another one. Lucky number seven.”


Cat looked at Vincent. His face went from somber to grim. She knew he could hear Tess as clearly as if the new captain of NYPD’s 125th precinct were standing beside him. Courtesy of the “enhancements” Cat’s biological father had equipped Vincent with, he could direct his blood to any of the five senses he wanted to boost. Right now it was his hearing. The process was second nature to him—he was a true apex predator. Or had been, until the six mysterious homicides caused him to question his status.


“Same as the others?” Cat asked.


“Worse. Much, much worse. That new ME’s assistant threw up all over a key piece of evidence. I’ve got pictures on my phone that sent me to the ladies’ room. We gotta catch this thing fast.”


Cat frowned. “Do we have an ID for the vic?”


“Not yet, but this one’s in our jurisdiction finally. I’m going over there now. Thought I’d check in and ask you if you think Mr. Riley can shed some light on this. Have you talked to him about his letter yet?”


“We just arrived. I’ll touch base as soon as we interview him.”


“Keep me posted.” Tess hung up. She was a good captain, just what the traumatized 125th needed, but Cat knew her best friend was feeling the pressure of her promotion at the worst time in the recent history of New York crime prevention. Tess didn’t need a serial-killer beast case on her plate right now.


Or ever.


Joining Vincent at the curb, Cat put her phone in her pocket and saw the anguish in his eyes. His gloved hands held a cherry-wood box with the desperation of a drowning man clasping the only piece of driftwood in a frozen sea.


“I don’t know why I can’t track whatever is doing this.” Guilt and a misplaced sense of responsibility wafted in the air with the vapor from his breath.


She placed her hand over his. “It’s okay, Vincent.”


But it wasn’t. She, he, J.T., and Tess all knew that the situation would only worsen if NYPD had to rely on traditional methods of solving crimes to stop this thing. How many years had the four of them suppressed evidence to keep the world from knowing about the existence of beasts? They were on a collision course with not only the 125th but every law enforcement agency in New York, the FBI included. And FBI meant her biological father, Bob Reynolds, a major player in Muirfield, the code name for the beast-creation program. He had justified his criminal activities—killing beasts and innocent humans alike—as a necessary part of his plan to wipe all beasts from the face of the earth. Although he had sworn he would never go public because he wanted to protect Cat, there was always a possibility that in his sick logic, he would decide she would be safer if he revealed everything he knew. Then Vincent could kiss any semblance of a normal life goodbye forever.


“J.T.’s barely slept in a week trying to figure out what’s going on.” Vincent sighed as if that were his fault.


Anything beast-related, Vincent took on as if he, and not the government, was responsible. He carried a massive amount of guilt for agreeing to become part of Muirfield by serving as a test subject.


“And I’m sure he’ll break the case,” she said, projecting a confidence she wasn’t currently feeling. For a cop, each new crime in a connected chain of previous crimes felt like a defeat.


Together they faced a one-story house that, like them, had seen better days. Grubby white paint was peeling off the exterior walls and the porch had sunken in like a deflated soccer ball. A flag-shaped sign on the front door read THE RILEYS GOD BLESS AMERICA! in bleached red, white, and blue letters. The mailbox was flag-themed, too. Cat glanced at the box in Vincent’s grip.


“Tess is going to the crime scene,” she said. “She can monitor the situation. We’ve finally got one in our jurisdiction, so she’s the captain in charge.”


The New York Chief of Police had organized a task force comprised of special-crimes squads from the larger precincts, but most of the precinct captains seemed more interested in protecting their turf than in working together to solve the murders. Tess, as the newest captain, was fighting to hold her own. It frustrated her that she couldn’t reveal everything she knew—that this was undoubtedly beast-related—a situation made all the more irritating because no one seemed to give credence to the few details she was able to share. She was new and she was a woman. Ergo, she must not know what she was doing.


He nodded. “That’s good. With Tess we’ll have direct access.” His face masked emotions he wasn’t sharing. She knew him so well, knew that he was keeping something back, and wished he would unburden himself. They had seen each other in their darkest hours… or so she had thought. But right then Vincent was in a bleak place he hadn’t told her about, and she wanted to join him there. Not because she needed more tragedy and pain, but because she knew that if he let her in, she would bring him light. Maybe just one small candle flame’s worth, but enough to remind him that he was loved. And that he was not alone.


“Look.” He began walking down the gravel path through a rickety wooden arch. On either side, snow coated skeletal bushes and a sturdy oak tree, an outstretched limb sporting two long pieces of frayed rope and a splintered wooden board—a homemade tree swing. Neglected, forgotten, unused.


But that wasn’t what Vincent was looking at. On the right side of the path, frosted with silvery white, a single red rose graced an otherwise barren rose bush. It was a lush velvety crimson, and as radiant as a jewel. Spring in the heart of winter.


Even in the darkest place, there is hope, the rose seemed to whisper. And as Cat admired it, she turned to Vincent, took off her glove, and cupped his icy cheek.


“I had a dream,” she said.


He smiled very faintly. “I did too. I dream it every day.”


“Mountains? And just a small dog.” When he nodded slightly, her heart overflowed and she murmured in a rush, “Vincent, I love you.”


He swallowed hard before replying, “I love you too.”


“Whatever this thing is, we can deal with it together,” she said. “We are dealing with it together.”


His lips parted. Then he inclined his head and kissed her, wrapped her hand with his, and placed them both in his pocket.


“It’s so cold today,” he murmured. “Your hand’s like ice.”


“You know what they say: ‘Cold hands, warm heart.’”


He gave her fingers a squeeze and she leaned against him for a moment. Then she put her glove back on. They were on police business, and it was a somber occasion. Still, it was so wonderful to wake up beside Vincent without double-checking for the whirr of helicopters that life was truly like a waking dream, even with all that was going on.


Together they walked up the path and Cat gingerly stepped onto the porch. A frayed American-flag welcome mat contributed to the pervasive patriotic theme. She held up her badge as she pressed the corroded doorbell. She heard no sound, and was about to knock on the door when it opened.


From yesterday’s phone conversation, Cat knew that Maurice Riley was sick. Terminally ill, in fact. He had six months at most, he had told her. But she was still shocked by the cavernous hollows in his cheeks and the eggplant-purple circles under his eyes. He was wearing a white collared shirt, a pair of charcoal-gray trousers, and polished loafers. He had dressed for the occasion as well. In his left hand he held the letter he had told her about—the primary reason they were here. It had been Vincent’s idea to make a special presentation to Maurice Riley in addition to the interview.


“Mr. Riley,” she began. “I’m Detective Chandler. And this is—”


“I’d know you anywhere, Dr. Keller,” Riley cut in. He tried to smile, but his lower lip quivered. “Roxie sent me pictures.” He held out his hand, then glimpsed the object Vincent was holding. His eyes welled and he took a step back. “Please, come in.”


“I should have come before,” Vincent said as they entered his home.


Cat took in a worn sofa in a cabbage rose pattern, two chairs upholstered in frayed brown corduroy, and a fireplace containing ashes. Over the mantel, a large golden frame surrounded a studio portrait of a young woman in army dress uniform, with light brown skin and chestnut eyes shining with pride. It was Roxanne Lafferty, from Delta Company, one of Vincent’s comrades in arms in Afghanistan.


And a fellow Muirfield victim.


A gold plaque mounted to the bottom section of the frame read ALL GAVE SOME BUT SOME GAVE ALL.


“How could you come any sooner, son? I saw you on TV. You talked about your… amnesia.” Mr. Riley hesitated on the last word.


“I should have found a way,” Vincent said, hinting that the amnesia story was a lie. He gestured with his head to the box he was holding. “For her, I should have done it.”


“Well, you’re here now.” Mr. Riley’s voice wobbled a little. To Cat, he added, “You’ll want to see the letter.”


“First things first, Mr. Riley,” she replied, although yes, she wanted to cut to the chase. She was itching to meet up with Tess at the crime scene. Instead she was standing there on idle and she was not a patient person. She wanted to fix things as soon as she knew they were broken. That was why she had become a cop—to solve her mother’s murder, yes, but to fight for justice for other victims as well.


Catherine and Vincent took off their coats, caps, and gloves and laid them on the arm of Mr. Riley’s sofa. Mr. Riley cleared his throat.


“We missed this part,” he said to Vincent. “We missed all of it. But I guess you know that. That’s why you’re doing it.”


“That’s right, sir.” Vincent helped Mr. Riley sit down on the sofa. Then former specialist Vincent Keller knelt on one knee and opened the box, lifting out a triangular-shaped wooden frame with a glass face. It encased a reverently folded American flag, stars up. He offered the flag to the dying man, in a traditional ritual that had been performed for over a hundred and fifty years at American military funerals.


“Sir,” Vincent said, “on behalf of the President of the United States, the United States Army and a grateful nation, please accept this flag as a symbol of our appreciation for your loved one’s honorable and faithful service.


“This flag flew over the firehouse where my brothers worked as firefighters before they died in the Twin Towers.”


The man choked back tears as he received the archived flag, holding it against his chest as the tears came. At a military funeral with honors—such as Lafferty had been given—the flag in the box would have been the one that had draped the fallen warrior’s casket, and would have been folded graveside by soldiers as “Taps” was played. Then it would have been presented on bended knee to Lafferty’s next of kin. But Roxanne’s mother had been too distraught to attend the service, and Mr. Riley had stayed home with her. When the time came for them to receive Lafferty’s flag through the mail, it had never arrived. Mr. Riley had mentioned that fact to Cat on the phone, and Vincent had been so incensed that he had decided to give Mr. Riley one of his most treasured possessions. The flag had been given to Vincent’s family at the funeral for his brothers, and Vincent had accepted it. J.T. Forbes had kept the flag safe after Vincent had enlisted in the army and left for the war.


Left for his destiny.


The man saluted, and Vincent stood and sharply saluted back. Vincent was no longer in the army, nor did he have any love for the military that had betrayed him, but Cat knew that he was returning the salute for Mr. Riley’s sake.


And for Roxanne Lafferty’s.


“Please,” Mr. Riley said, and he handed each of them a shot glass filled to the brim with amber liquid from a ceramic red, white, and blue tray. Cat smelled whiskey. She was on duty, but like Vincent, she honored the moment, throwing back with the two men, then turning her glass upside down on the tray.


They shared one more silent moment, and then Mr. Riley said, “The letter.”


Catherine reached into the pocket of her coat for a small pack of evidence gloves. She drew out a pair and slipped them on. The atmosphere in the room grew tense. Mr. Riley held out the letter, and Catherine delicately took it from him with both hands. He had read the words to her over the phone, but they still chilled her:


Dear Mr. Riley,


We are a small group of concerned patriots who have banded together to fight a terrible conspiracy at the highest levels of government. One of us knew your daughter, Roxanne Lafferty, in Afghanistan. We know that you were told she died in the line of duty.


That is a lie.


The government pumped her full of poison and turned her into something unspeakable—a monster. She was last seen in the infirmary shackled to her bed, completely out of her mind with pain and fury. One of us, known as “Private X,” attempted a rescue but failed.


We know that she never saw combat again, even though you were informed that she died in a firefight.


We would have contacted you as soon as this happened, but we had no access to her records to find her next of kin, and so there was no way of connecting “Maurice Riley” to “Roxanne Lafferty.” We realized that she was your stepdaughter when the article about you ran in last Tuesday’s New York Post, and it mentioned her by name.


We talked it over for a long time before we decided to contact you. There have been six murders in New York in the last six weeks where the injuries look similar to atrocities Private X witnessed in Afghanistan. We think someone got out of there—someone who has been mutilated like your daughter—and is out of control, like your daughter was. We think you may be in great danger—if not from this abomination, then from the government that created it. One of the six murdered people—Karl Tiptree—was one of the scientists who participated in the manufacture of the “serum” that destroyed your daughter’s life. We have been investigating the histories of the other five in an attempt to link them to this travesty. We are confident that we will succeed.


The generals tied up loose ends in Afghanistan… with bullets. Private X barely got out alive and has stayed all these years under the radar. But he is ready to tell you everything he knows. We want justice for your daughter, and we want to stop this thing from butchering more people, even the guilty. Please join us, Mr. Riley.


On behalf of the people of the United States, you have our sympathy, and our respect. We’re waiting to hear from you.


Sincerely,


FFNY—The Freedom Fighters of New York


At the bottom of the letter was a phone number with a 212 area code.


Vincent had been reading over Cat’s shoulder, and she felt him trembling. She turned her head and looked up at him. His face had gone chalk white, and when she raised a brow, he averted his gaze and moved to the mantel. He stared up at Roxanne Lafferty’s portrait, perhaps unaware that his shoulders were square and his spine was ramrod straight. He was standing at attention. All that was missing was another salute.


“I’m assuming you called the number,” Cat said to Mr. Riley.


He scratched his forehead with skeletal fingers. Cat wondered if the rings under his eyes were from illness or anxiety, maybe both.


“I’ve called it a hundred times. There’s never been any answer. No voicemail. I checked with the phone company and they say it’s not a valid number.”


We’ll see about that, Cat thought. The NYPD had resources that were unavailable to private citizens.


“What New York Post article are they talking about?” she asked Mr. Riley.


He sighed and picked up a newspaper off a coffee table that was cluttered with prescription bottles. It was folded to a small square of text that included a photograph of Mr. Riley standing beside a thin little dark-skinned girl dressed in a fuzzy pink sweater and lavender snow pants. She was holding a small, colorful piece of paper.


FATHER OF ARMY WOMAN K.I.A. FULFILLS PROMISE TO DAUGHTER OF “LITTLE SISTER”


Last Tuesday, Mr. Maurice Riley, a resident of the Bronx, presented Aliyah Patel, 8, also of the Bronx, with a gift certificate to Palmieri’s, her favorite ice cream parlor, good for fifty-two ice cream cones—one every week for a year. Riley’s daughter, Private First Class Roxanne Lafferty, who was killed in Afghanistan in 2002, was the “Big Sister” of Aliyah’s mother, Gheeta Patel, in the “Big Sister Little Sister” mentoring program. Lafferty promised Gheeta Patel that if she read fifty-two books before she graduated from high school, she would buy Gheeta an ice cream cone every week for one year. They wrote out a contract and both signed it. Sadly, Gheeta Patel passed away in 2010, leaving behind her daughter, Aliyah.


Riley recently discovered the contract while he was cleaning out his garage. With the help of social worker Angela Alcina, he was able to contact Aliyah’s aunt, Indira Patel, who is her guardian, and present the gift certificate to Aliyah on behalf of her mother.


“Her favorite flavor is chocolate-chip cookie dough,” Mr. Riley said.


“This was so kind, Mr. Riley.” Cat was moved.


He made a face. “Not as sweet as it looks. That aunt of Aliyah’s is a piece of work—the poor kid was covered in bruises. I called social services on her. And Miss Alcina, too. They all said they’d investigate but every time I call I go straight to voicemail. Last time I called—yesterday—Miss Alcina’s message mailbox was full.”


Cat took note. Theoretically, she would never have enough time to follow up on that—it wasn’t relevant to her investigation, and it was out of her jurisdiction—but she knew that before the end of the day, she’d be making a few calls.


“What about Karl Tiptree?” she asked. “Have you learned anything about him?”


“I read his obituary on my computer,” he said. “It didn’t say anything about a serum. It said he was a ‘consultant.’”


“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Vincent muttered.


Mr. Riley’s eyes traveled to Lafferty’s portrait. Then he picked up one of the shot glasses and passed it from palm to frail palm. “Do you know what they’re talking about? That my little girl was turned into a monster? What does that mean?” He swayed as he walked. He was so agitated that Cat worried about his blood pressure; she reminded herself that Vincent was a doctor, and he would intervene if he thought it was necessary.


“I haven’t slept since I got this note. I don’t know what to think. The world is full of crazies, you know? But if it’s true… if someone did something to her…” He trailed off. “Do you think they’re trying to tell me that she’s still alive and she’s doing these things?”


Cat slid a glance at Vincent. He was clearly conflicted, yet he kept his silence. She understood his reticence, but she had a thousand questions of her own. When they had first connected, he had told her that he was the only surviving genetically modified supersoldier of the army’s Delta Company. But over time they had learned that there’d been others. Cat’s biological father had a list of them, and he programmed Vincent to kill them one by one. Now this. “FFNY” was wise to fear for Mr. Riley. However, they were also putting him in danger by linking him to the tragic events in Afghanistan.


She reread the note and tried to remember if Vincent had actually told her that he had seen Lafferty die.


What if she has evolved into this new beast that’s tearing New York apart?


Mr. Riley shuddered. “I can’t go to my grave without knowing what happened to my girl. I’ve been her daddy since before she was born. I was on the older side, but I kept up with my little tomboy as best I could. Her real father was Hector Lafferty; a good man, a cop, shot in the line of duty. We had Roxie keep his last name to honor him, and I thought that was proper. But she was mine. My daughter.” He heaved a sob. “When our girl died, my wife, Amanda, just faded away. She kept saying she was going to look for Roxie in heaven. That our angel still needed us…” Agony stretched his vocal cords like violin strings. He seemed to shrink before Cat’s very eyes, fear and worry pressing down hard.


As Vincent turned around, a muscle jumped in his cheek, a vein pulsed in his forehead, and the merest hint of a yellow glow flickered in his eyes. The rising tension in the room was affecting him, too. But where Mr. Riley shrank before potential danger, Vincent responded with the first signs of beast aggression. Cat tried to subtly clear her throat as a warning for him to calm down. Mr. Riley was lobbing emotional grenades at a sorely misused veteran with a deep connection to him. Even a normal human would react to that.


“I’ll find out the truth,” Vincent said in a low, fierce voice.


“But did you see anything like that?” Mr. Riley blurted. “Her chained to a bed? In pain? This guy, this Private X, would you have known him? Or the other one, Karl Tiptree?”


The man’s despair was hard to take. When he burst into tears and sank back onto the sofa, Cat sat down beside him and took his hand. Vincent turned away again.


“We’ll find out,” she assured him.


“Find out quick,” Mr. Riley pleaded. “I don’t have much time. I can’t die like this. Wondering.” He gestured toward the portrait. “They told me her death was quick. That she didn’t feel a thing. There was no body to bury. But there’s a headstone with her name on it in Arlington National Cemetery. Military honors. Killed in action. I’ve been there every single year on the day that I got the visit from the army with the notice. June twenty-first, two thousand and two. My roses… she always loved them so. I’ve let the house go, can’t manage, but you should see my rose bushes in the spring. I put them on her grave. Her empty grave.”


Just like I put calla lilies on my mother’s empty grave, Cat thought. For over ten years, she hadn’t known that her mother had been moved, her new plot marked with a headstone bearing only her first name out in a field behind an abandoned Muirfield safe house. Cat suspected that her biological father, former FBI agent Bob Reynolds, had done it, but she hadn’t asked, and she was loath to have any contact with him whatsoever. His team had begun this nightmare, and he had made Vincent’s life a living hell.


And Roxanne Lafferty’s as well, if she was still alive.


“We’ll help you, Mr. Riley,” Cat promised. She glanced up at Vincent, who still kept his back carefully turned, so she couldn’t see if the glow in his eyes was intensifying. She had to get him out of there.


“We need to go,” she gently told the old man. “I have to take this letter for a while.” Analysis for DNA and other forensic data would be strictly off the books, of course. And as soon as they left, she and Vincent would start looking for the FFNY, and digging into Tiptree’s past.


“I made a copy of the letter,” he said. “For me. I can’t stop reading it. Staring at those words.” Another tear rolled down his cheek and he gave his head a quick, angry shake. “Being sick has made me weak.” He turned to Vincent one more time. “Son, you need to tell me what you saw. What happened there.” His chest shook with the effort to inhale. “Why you had ‘amnesia’ for ten years.”


Vincent finally turned around. The glow had vanished. He was entirely himself.


“Mr. Riley, I don’t want to put you in any danger. The less you know, the safer you’ll be.”


The man smiled grimly. “I’m already dying. You’re a doctor. Surely you can see that.”


Vincent lowered his head, acknowledging the truth. “You must have other loved ones to protect.”


“I’m alone. This is it.” He swept an arc, taking in the room. “For the love of God, tell me.”


Vincent glanced over at Cat, and she gave him a quick nod. This man deserved to know something. Maybe they couldn’t tell him all of it, but Vincent would be careful with the truth. Cat trusted him to divulge as much as he deemed appropriate.


“There were drug trials in Afghanistan,” Vincent said after a pause. “And Lafferty was among those who were experimented on. The drugs were supposed to make… the subjects… stronger, faster. To give… them… an edge in combat.”


She noted that he was not including himself in the experimental group. That was wise.


“Things didn’t go as planned. She had a reaction to the… medication, a seizure. A doctor gave her an injection, and then she was escorted away. I visited her in the infirmary later, and she seemed fine.”


Cat listened hard. Was that the truth, or was he trying to comfort the old man?


“But did she return to combat duty?” the man persisted. “Did you see her die the way they said she did?”


Cat could practically observe Vincent’s mind working as he considered his next words. “I visited her several times in the infirmary,” he said, surprising her further. “I never saw her in the field again. But the infirmary was destroyed in the firefight you were told about.”


Cat shielded her confusion from Mr. Riley by placing the letter in an evidence bag. Vincent had told her that when he and the other supersoldiers had gone on a rampage, the infirmary had been destroyed. Had Lafferty been inside? Did Vincent carry the guilt of that death as well as that of all the others that she knew about?


Cat’s own mother had been at that camp, and put her life on the line to protect the “beasts” the government project known as Muirfield had created. She was the doctor who had given Lafferty the shot to stop her seizure, and J.T. had replicated that formula when Vincent had exhibited similar symptoms. Back in Afghanistan, Vanessa Chandler had requested time to work with the beast-soldiers, to reverse the medical damage that had been done to them. But all the government had wanted was to “shut them down.”


To kill them. To do that, they were willing to kill her, too.


“So, if there was a mortar attack, an assault, she may have died in the infirmary when it was destroyed,” the man said slowly, reluctantly. And suddenly Cat realized that he was hoping that his stepdaughter was alive. A monster, maybe, even a serial killer, but still here. The idea stunned her. Still, she herself had absorbed the shock that Vincent had killed people, and still loved him. Yet to hope that it was your child who was tearing innocent civilians limb from limb…


“That might have happened,” Vincent said vaguely, “but I can confirm that she never returned to the field of engagement.”
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